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GROUP ONE: REPORT TO THE NEWTON CENTRE TASK FORCE

Newton Centre (n.): a small commercial center completely
surrounded by neighborhoods.

[Y]ou don’t meet other people while driving in a private car, nor often in a
bus or trolley. It’s on foot that you see people’s faces and statures and that
you meet and experience them. That is how public socializing and community
enjoyment in daily life can most easily occur. And it’s on foot that one can be
most intimately involved with the urban environment; with stores, houses,
the natural environment, and with people.
- Allan B. Jacobs "Great Streets"

PREFACE

More than two years ago when the Newton Centre Task Force (NCTF) made
its findings public, the abutting community was arbitrarily presented with the
proposition that the Newton Centre commercial district is ugly, outdated, and
so dysfunctional that only development on an unprecedented scale can save
it.

For the members of Group 1, many of whom work in established businesses
in the Centre or live in homes on the neighborhood streets surrounding it,
this characterization is divorced from reality. It does not describe the Village
where we raise our families, where we live and work and shop.

Group 1 formed in response to the NCTF’s first visioning session and public
meeting a year and a half ago. Although only a few of us belonged to the
group of people initially appointed to the Task Force by Mayor Cohen, we
regularly attended Task Force meetings and were alarmed by what we heard.

Group 1 is made up almost entirely of local merchants and Newton Centre
residents who live within one-quarter-mile radius of the Village.  Largely
made up of volunteers, those of us who came onboard the Task Force during
its second phase, have drafted this plan as an alternative to proposals that
call for heavy development within the Centre. This plan was entirely
conceived, researched, and formulated by residents and local merchants with
varying kinds of expertise to offer, limited time at our disposal, and with
strong feelings of pride and affection for the neighborhood we call home.

INTRODUCTION

Newton Centre Village is a commercially diverse and vibrant village center
with a well-established network of public open spaces, a fully developed
commercial infrastructure and footprint, and a strong village history.



2

The term “Smart Growth” has been heard frequently at Task Force meetings
as a rationale for large-scale change.  But Newton Centre Village residents
are already living “Smart Growth.”  We live in single-family or appropriately-
scaled-multi-family homes within easy walking distance of the “T” and of the
Village’s businesses and restaurants, its parks and schools and its houses of
worship (Appendix B: Unsprawl Case Study: Newton Centre, Massachusetts).

If the community as a whole is to thrive with a maximum of mutual respect
and cooperation, and a minimum of friction, it is necessary to maintain a
delicate balance between residential, commercial, and public properties. We
reject any plan that would destroy the Village in order to save it, whether in
the name of increased revenue or under the deceptive banner of “Smart
Growth.” The components of our proposed plan aim to preserve the unique
scale and character of Newton Centre, including both its residential and
commercial areas, making the village center even more attractive and lively
than we find it today.

We agree that the Consensus Plan1 (Appendix A: Draft Consensus Report of the Newton
Centre Task Force), which is predicated on the premise that all of the parking
spaces in the central lot can be shifted and kept within the triangle area,
would be the be the best-case scenario. In the event that this is not feasible,
we have created an alternative plan that would fulfill most of the important
goals of the Consensus Plan (increased open space, pedestrian pathways,
screening of parked cars, benches, tables, areas to socialize, and a more
attractive triangle area) while also protecting the triangle parking lot that is
vital to the well-being of our retail establishments, or putting any undue
pressure, or additional financial burdens on the city.

The centerpiece of this vision calls for relocating 64 parking spaces from the
Triangle Parking Lot to diagonal configurations along retail frontages on
Langley Road, Lyman and Center Green Street. This allows over half the
capacity of the parking lot to be replaced by an attractive village green that
will provide for both active and passive public uses.

The Centre is to be improved by implementing a comprehensive pedestrian
safety plan along with automobile traffic improvements placed in the context
of a beautification program focused on landscaping, under-grounding of

                                                
1 Update: Early in 2007 the Consensus Plan (CP) was presented to the
public at a meeting at the Mason-Rice School. This meeting
represented the culmination of hours of negotiation between the
three groups making up the Newton Centre Task Force. At the time of
the presentation all members of the task force had agreed to the
general principles embodied in the CP. Subsequently the Group One
report was completed based upon the CP. Group 1 was notified in
June of 2008 that Group 2-3 had withdrawn from the CP. We have
therefore appended the CP to this report.
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utilities, beautifying streets and sidewalks, better signage and lighting, and
improved maintenance of all of the above.

The pedestrian experience will be enhanced by improvements such as
walkways and bikeways, raised crosswalks, and “neck downs” at
intersections, as well as measures to smooth and calm vehicular traffic. The
result will be a safer and more convenient village center.

Newton Centre Village is among the handsomer village centers in the Garden
city, blessed with commercial structures, churches, and private homes of
great aesthetic value and historic significance.  The Newton Centre “T”
station and the First Baptist Church are landmarks designed by H. H.
Richardson, architect of Boston’s Trinity Church, and the Newton Centre
Playground was designed in part by Frederick Law Olmsted (and completed
by his firm), originator of Boston’s “Emerald Necklace” of parks and
greenways.  Many houses on adjacent streets have been included in the
Newton Historical Society’s annual walking tours of significant homes and
have been marked by historic plaques.  Our plan calls for honoring and
highlighting this rich local heritage by establishing clear historic preservation
and conservation design guidelines to preserve the unique and eclectic
nature of the village.

These measures will result in a sparkling village center that will be a model
for the other villages of Newton.
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PART I

Figure 1 sketch by Mongkol Tansantisuk

TRIANGLE PARK

From the very first meeting of the Task Force and throughout its existence,
attention has focused on the Triangle Parking Lot.  Many members have
viewed it as an ugly and inappropriate centerpiece for an otherwise attractive
village.  Many also consider it a waste of valuable public space.  Group 1
agrees that Newton Centre could present a more welcoming face to visitors
and a more coherent and appealing space for the use of residents,
businesses, and their clients and customers.  But we are also aware that
visible, convenient parking is the lifeblood of this or any commercial area;
without it, business can wither and die.  And we are also mindful of our
responsibility to the neighborhoods that surround the commercial Village so
closely on all sides.  These would become far less safe and pleasant places to
live if parking and traffic were to be relocated from the commercial Centre,
where it belongs, to residential streets, where it emphatically does not
belong.  Our plan for the Triangle takes all these interests into account.

The main Triangle (as well as the smaller adjacent Beacon Triangle) is to be
reinvented as an attractive and socially active space, providing a visual
identity for the Village Centre (Figure 1).  The centerpiece of our plan calls
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for the construction of a larger, more open and attractive multi-use village
green.  To make this possible, only as many parking spaces (64 by our
count) are to be relocated from the Triangle lot as can be accommodated by
a diagonal reconfiguration of parking spaces along adjacent commercial
streets.  Plans for the improved Triangle Park will be based on a formal
design competition after a budget has been set and agreed to by the city.

Our plan allows for just over half the existing parking spaces (or fewer if
feasible) to remain within the Triangle.  We envision that the remaining land-
-the existing green space and the bulk of the parking lot--will be converted
into a large, attractive Village Green that will provide space for a variety of
public uses.  Our plan calls for natural screening of the remaining parking
spaces as well as landscaping and beautification improvements--gardens,
benches, attractive light fixtures--along the retail frontages of Beacon Street,
Centre Street, and Langley Road, and extending into nearby side streets
(CP).

We envision actively expanding the mix of public uses that will make the
Village and the revitalized Green an attractive meeting place both for existing
village-scale events and similar activities not currently provided for. There
will be open space with gardens and trees, outdoor benches and tables.
Possible uses include performances on the Green, outdoor movie nights,
concerts, public art fairs, as well as recreational family uses of neighborhood
scale. We envision a traditional New England band shell and a few small
kiosks or carts for newspapers, flowers, and other small-scale amenities.

On-grade enhancements would include:
 Landscaping and structured plantings
 Maintained/increased green space
 A strong north-south pedestrian linkage across the Triangle

between Beacon Street and Langley Road

PARKING

Given the limited amount of space available in the Village center, we feel
strongly that public parking should be for customers of the local stores and
businesses, area residents, and those wishing to enjoy the Centre Green.
Commuter parking is a separate need that must be addressed by authorities
on a regional basis.  The Village center cannot and should not be expected to
meet that additional demand.

To accommodate local parking in a way that complements local needs, we
recommend that a wide range of experimental measures be tested in the
village to see which improvements are most effective. There should be
clearly established goals and measurement guidelines to systematically test
results and determine what works.
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Under our plan, 64 of the existing 150 street-level parking spaces inside the
Triangle would be replaced one for one with diagonal street parking. This
would enhance general accessibility by increasing parking spaces close to
various destinations in the Centre that are now underserved (CP).

One-for-one replacement parking calls for:
 Diagonal parking on Lyman Street (53 spaces)
 Diagonal parking on Center Green Street (11 spaces)

No parking structures would be needed or planned at this time to replace the
64 spaces currently in the Triangle (Figure 2). In fact the Newton Centre
Task Force findings showed that Newton Centre does not have a parking
space problem, but rather a parking management problem (CP). A parking
management plan would provide for improved enforcement and would offer
and monitor special employee permits for use in shared parking and other
areas outside the Triangle. In addition we advocate that a study of “free-
market” parking meters be done, and if appropriate implemented with 100%
of the parking revenue returned to the village to improve services.

Gain additional employee parking by:
• Setting up a new permit system which establishes designated

employee parking in the Pleasant Street, Pelham Street, and Cypress
Street lots.

• Negotiating shared workday parking in various church and private lots
as part of a managed parking plan.

Protect abutting/surrounding residential streets from overflow from
business/commuter parking overflow:

• Allow permit parking for residential streets contiguous to the Centre if
residents so desire.

• Eliminate 12-hour meters in Newton Centre.
• Ensure strict enforcement of all regulations.

Improved signage:
• Attractive and uniformly designed signs should be installed that show

where the parking lots in the Centre are located (CP).
• A “parking resource” pamphlet should be made available for

businesses to provide to their employees and customers and should be
e-mailed to the community annually

All parking areas:
• Creative landscaping and screening of all parking areas (CP)
• Creative landscaping on all new construction (CP)
• More frequent trash pickup, street cleaning, and snow/ice removal in

public parking lots and Village streets

Encourage alternative means of transportation:
• Bicycle racks (CP)
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• Bicycle lanes (CP)
• Walking map of the Centre and surrounding areas (aqueduct walk to

Waban/Chestnut Hill)
• Develop a comprehensive plan to encourage and protect pedestrian

traffic

Figure 2 sketch by Mongkol Tansantisuk

TRAFFIC

If you want cars to drive like they are in a village, then build a village.
-- Hans Monderman

For many years Newton had a policy of managing the streets for the benefit
of cars and trucks. This worked to the detriment of pedestrian safety and
enjoyment.

It is crucial that modifications be recommended for improving and calming
traffic flow in the Newton Centre area without  increasing through traffic and
without adding to the traffic on neighborhood streets.

 Protect abutting/surrounding residential streets from overflow
business/commuter parking (CP)

 Address traffic problem in Centre: rush hour traffic jams, residential
street “cut through,” etc.

 Better traffic management through a system of traffic calming
measures. These measures would include signal changes and mid-
block crossings, and pedestrian activated traffic signals

Traffic calming improvements to be further investigated include
 Improved signage (CP)
 Raised crosswalks  (CP)



8

 Investigate posting of “residents only” access on certain streets
during AM and PM rush hours

 Explore other traffic-calming devices

The City of Newton should commission a comprehensive traffic study that
looks at the entire road system from Route 9 to Four Corners, the Needham
Street/Centre Street axis, and Route 128 to Newton Corner including the
Mass Pike. Without a comprehensive study, the traffic problem cannot be
properly addressed.

PEDESTRIAN EXPERIENCE

With its low-rise commercial structures, its popular restaurants and coffee
shops, and its attractive boutiques, Newton Centre has long been a pleasant
and convenient “walking village.”  But increased traffic flow and lack of
attention to street-level design and maintenance have eroded the pleasure,
and sometimes the safety, of walking through the village.

Group 1 wants to see expanded and enhanced pedestrian walkways and
crosswalks, supplemented with clear village “portals.”  The proposal for a
traffic roundabout at Beacon and Centre Streets to enhance safety and slow
and smooth the flow of vehicular traffic deserves consideration.

Other measures to enhance the pedestrian experience include
 Better, more attractive street lighting
 Improved signage: impose more consistent parking regulations in

the Centre and mark them clearly; remove multiple and confusing
parking signs; provide “You Are Here” map kiosks; publish and
enforce design guidelines for commercial signage (CP)

 Create a thoughtful plan to encourage foot traffic within the village
(CP)

 Increase the number of crosswalks, and provide better placement
to conform to actual pedestrian routes, such as mid-block
crossings. Provide visual cues for drivers approaching
intersections, such as bollards, raised crosswalks, and changes in
paving materials amongst others (CP)

 Narrow and/or redesign the major thoroughfares of Centre and
Beacon streets to include raised landscaped medians, “bump
outs”/”neck downs” to make crosswalks safer (CP)

 Signal changes
 Improved design and maintenance of all public sidewalks and

walkways (CP)

Landscape and Beautification

Maintain/increase green space. Give proper attention to landscaping using
city, volunteer, and private business resources.  Our plan calls for (CP):
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 More and better-maintained trees and landscaping of green space
 Pruning and preventive care of trees and shrubs
 Regular mowing and weeding of green space
 Flowers planted/hung throughout the village
 Sidewalks maintained, repaired, and cleaned frequently
 Better and more timely snow/ice removal on all sidewalks
 Removal of all chain link fencing, which is an eyesore, to be

replaced by hedges or wrought iron
 Minimization and centralization of news boxes and better

maintenance of area(s) in which they are permitted
 “Welcome to Newton Centre” signs on each approach into the

village

ZONING & DESIGN GUIDELINES

Owners of commercial property should be encouraged to reflect in their own
buildings the improvements we envision in public spaces.  The overall look
and feel of the Village can be made more cohesive and attractive with the
addition to private commercial property of (CP):

• Attractive lighting lamps throughout the Village
• The use of high-quality materials and complementary design
• Plantings and beautification of sidewalks
• Consistent signage: stores, walkways, parking areas, MBTA station

New building construction and renovation of existing buildings should be
permitted

 Only if appropriate in character, use, and scale to the existing
village

 Only after careful review to ensure such changes conform to
existing zoning ordinances

 Only after consideration of any adverse impacts such as increased
traffic and parking problems or demands on residential
neighborhoods, public schools and other city facilities

These modest changes can be achieved with
 No zoning overlays
 No zoning and special permit changes

One major change that is called for is a change in attitude on the part of the
city, which has allowed commercial development to proceed unevenly and
arbitrarily, with little design oversight and notoriously lax follow-up or
enforcement of its own ordinances, licensing and permitting requirements.
Furthermore, a communication system with abutters and neighbors in a wide
radius should be established.

LAND USE – ZONING
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Members of the Task Force, as well as members of the public who have
attended sessions and open meetings, have regretted the lack in Newton
Centre of convenient village-focused businesses such as a grocery store, a
book store, and hardware/home furnishing stores, as well as community
meeting space.  The disappearance of once popular businesses such as these
is an ironic result of the success of Newton Centre, since commercial rents
have risen so high that owners of small businesses can no longer afford to
compete with banks and chain stores for adequate floor space.

With a concerted outreach effort the city could work to improve the mix of
private uses in Newton Centre Village and provide better guidance to future
development in keeping with the current character of the Village.  We
recommend:

 Sharpening the current special permit process with clearer
guidelines on maintaining existing scale, character, density

 Reclaim public buildings for community uses such as the former
branch library (a National Trust Historic Property)

 Careful consideration of barring large chain stores by ordinance

HOUSING

By suburban standards, even by the standards of
many Newton neighborhoods, Newton Centre is
densely settled. There are over 2,700 households with
a population of nearly 8,000 people. Within a quarter-
mile 2radius around the Newton Centre "T" station,
there are nearly 600 dwelling units at a density of 7.4
units per acre.3 (By now these numbers have
increased.)

We feel that it is essential to maintain the current
Village character and scale that draw residents to the
neighborhood. A modest amount of additional housing
can nevertheless be achieved over time by
 Encouraging the re-conversion of

nonresidential space above the ground floor of
commercial buildings back to residential use (where it
once existed)
 Encouraging residential use above the

ground floor (under the existing height limits)
 Re-zone residential properties now used as

businesses to encourage reversion to residential use—possibly
adding to the stock of affordable housing

                                                
2 Metropolitan Area Planning Council June 1997 report, Newton Centre Transit-Oriented Development
Case Study, written by Kent Stasiowski and Justin Hollander.
3 Metropolitan Area Planning Council June 1997 report, Newton Centre Transit-Oriented Development
Case Study, written by Kent Stasiowski and Justin Hollander.
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HISTORIC PRESERVATION

Newton has a unique system in which 13 villages, each of distinct character,
together make up the social fabric of the city and allow it to feel more like a
small town than it actually is. Within this system Newton has no single
“downtown.” Instead, each neighborhood has its own center.  Developing
Newton Centre into a citywide or regional “downtown,” as some members of
the Task Force have proposed, would drastically change the village character
that draws people to Newton Centre in the first place.  Such changes would
not be desirable.

Signs of Newton Centre’s long and varied history still exist throughout the
village and contribute to its unique character (CP).  These include:

• Historically significant and architecturally interesting older buildings
• Newer, predominantly single-story commercial buildings
• Human, pedestrian-friendly scale and appearance

All of this contributes greatly to the identity and visual appeal of the village.
Historically and aesthetically significant buildings need to be protected from
destruction or inappropriate modification. The adjacent residential streets,
many of them lined with homes dating from the Victorian era, need to be
protected from commercial encroachment. Public education and awareness
are essential. We can do this by:

• Connecting the historic greens and open spaces which already exist.
These include:

 The Newton Centre Common and Triangle
 The historic green space in front of Piccadilly Square
 The historic World War I Memorial Flagpole Green
 Powderhouse Hill
 The Aqueduct area
 Newton Centre Playground
 Samuel Francis Smith Memorial Park
 Beacon Triangle
 Union Street MBTA land

• Preserving the existing skyline and burying utilities in these areas.

• Establishing clear guidelines that will (CP):
 Require preservation of historic buildings
 Promote appropriate conservation, renovation,

modification, rehabilitation of existing buildings
 Make sure historic buildings are adequately protected

from destruction or inappropriate modification (example:
carriage house next to T stop now a taxi office).

 Promote new construction compatible in materials,
character, use, and scale to the existing village
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Ways to create public awareness and promote appreciation of the historic
buildings, homes, and public spaces include:

• Providing plaques on historic buildings and freestanding interpretive
signs for open spaces

• Developing walking/biking tours throughout the village and for wider
interconnected areas on trails throughout Newton

• Making pamphlets available at the Newton “T” Station

Newton Centre Historic Landmarks include:
 Newton Centre Railroad Station
 Sumner Street Historic District
 Trinity Church
 First Congregational Church
 Newton Centre Playground
 First Baptist Church
 Church at 10 Langley Road
 Newton Centre Branch Library
 Bradford Court Apartments
 Bray’s Block
 Historic Greens (see above)

FINANCIAL

Group 1 opposes selling or leasing Newton’s public spaces for private
development.  The improvements we have recommended are modest and
can be achieved with limited public expenditure. The benefits will flow to local
taxpayers--to the businesses that give Newton Centre its commercial vitality
and to the residents who live in the city, patronize its businesses, and enjoy
its open spaces.

Priority Financing Action Initiatives:
Secure and leverage multiple sources of financing for village improvements
and beautification:

 Secure business or organizational sponsorship for selected village
improvements;

 Secure grants or outside financial support that can leverage any
available resources from the city, state, and federal governments

 Secure commitment from the city for 10-20% of Public Works and
Parks and Recreation’s capital improvements budget to fund a
matching program for village-specific projects. This funding would
be available to all villages.

 Further explore the use of a Business Improvement District or
analogous funding or fee mechanism to finance ongoing
management of the initiatives

 CPA funds for the new open space
 Meter revenue
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A modest total capital investment of $3-5 million could be raised through
multiple financial sources:

• A modest incremental operating budget of $200,000 per year
could be raised through increasing parking fees. Currently
Newton Centre accounts for more than half of the city’s income
from parking meters. Some of this should be earmarked for the
maintenance of the village

• About 20% from donations from residents and merchants ($50
per year for seven years)

• About 20% from the merchant/commercial community through
possible fees, donations, employee parking program

• 20% through private/business donations, paid sponsorships,
and advertising (equivalent to about $150k per year for seven
years)

• 40% through matching city (as noted above) and state grants
($300,000 per year for seven years)

Conclusion

Our goal is to protect and improve an already thriving Newton Centre Village
and to provide a model for other villages.

We should be striving for improvements that focus on a comprehensive
pedestrian safety plan, traffic improvements, a beautification program
focused on landscaping, under-grounding of utilities, beautifying streets and
sidewalks, better signage and lighting, and improved maintenance of all of
the above. Enforcement of existing ordinances and regulations is required
immediately. These improvements will support the Village’s signature
businesses and enhance the quality of life for neighborhood residents,
patrons, and merchants.

Our plan requires no significant legal or policy changes to move forward.
Most of our ideas are supported in the Newton Comprehensive Plan4

approved by the Board of Aldermen in November 2007 and the Newton
Recreation and Open Space Plan5. Our approach is practical and replicable in

                                                
4 Goa1 1: To recognize, preserve and maintain the City’s most important natural
assets and resources. (Draft Comprehensive Plan, Open Space and Recreation,
October 10, 2006, page 9-12)

[Goal] 5: Promoting the Broader Use of History in Planning & Development
Planning with and for history requires making history a useful and useable tool
for all City departments, as well as all nonprofit and for-profit
organizations, involved in planning and development. (Draft Comprehensive Plan,
Cultural Resources, October 10, 2006, page 9-16)

5 Recreation and Open Space Plan
Goal 1: To recognize, preserve, and maintain the City’s important
natural assets and resources. (Open Space and Recreation Plan, 2003-
2007, February 2003, page 65)



14

other villages. We require no special consideration or exemptions from the
MWRA, MBTA, or the State. Our proposals are financially feasible right away
and are politically viable and are supported by residents and merchants of
the Village. Our suggestions can be implemented immediately and enjoyed
today.

We hope the planning process of the future works closely with residents and
local businesses. To that end this document should serve as a new beginning,
a place to begin a discussion, inclusive of the people who live, work, and
shop in our village.

For information or questions on the Group One Report please contact Lisa
Gordon at 617-851-5112 or at: lisa@kdgordon.com.
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APPENDIX A: CONSENSUS PLAN

The Mayor appointed the Newton Centre Task Force in April 2005.  Its original 25
members and several additional participants have been working since then to produce this
report.  Initially, the Task Force was divided into six subcommittees: Case Studies;
Design; Financing; Parking and Traffic; Property Use and Zoning.  Each of these
subcommittees researched background information and the existing conditions of the
Centre.  The Task Force used much of the information collected during this phase of the
process to help shape its final recommendations.  (The subcommittee reports have been
included in the appendix in their entirety.)

After this initial phase of research, the Task Force expanded its membership to include
interested members of the public and embarked on the second phase of the process:
visioning.  In this phase, the Task Force re-divided itself into three, self-selected groups
to explore different visions for the future of the Centre.  When each of these groups
presented their plans at a public forum in October 2006, it became clear that there were
several areas of agreement among the three plans.  The group chairs subsequently met
and the Task Force members agreed to recommend the "Improvement Plan" for Newton
Centre that described below.

For any village center of neighborhood improvement to be successful, it is critical that
there be some common principles upon which most, or all, key constituencies agree.
These common values then become the underpinning for key strategic objectives that
have sufficient broad based support to assure action and follow through on individual
initiatives ranging from cleanup and garbage collection to public investment in parks and
infrastructure, to guidelines for renovation and new development.

In the well-established village of Newton Centre, there may be differences of opinion on
specific uses and building densities, but there is a shared vision of a vibrant village center
that serves both the surrounding village neighborhood and the broader city.  There is also
broad-based agreement that to remain the vibrant village center it has been and is will
require continued diligence by the entire community of merchants, residents, property
owners and elected representatives.

In the face of increased traffic, changing shopping patterns, and changing neighborhood
needs, the community will need to make sure that the Centre continues to capitalize on its
easy access to public transit, its attractive setting and mix of public and private uses, its
surrounding residential areas and parks, and its convenient parking and pedestrian
circulation.  Detailed studies of these problems and needs have been completed and there
continues to be disagreement on development objectives.  However, the three different
subcommittees and the overall Task Force have now come together around four key
Improvement Plan Objectives:

1. Reinforce the "village" heritage, scale and character.
Newton Centre has been a gathering place since the 18th century.  But it has not been
Newton’s
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− first, oldest or biggest settlement
− economic "downtown"
− seat of government

In 1714, a surveyor declared the intersection of Homer and Centre Streets to be Newton’s
geographic “center,” so the new meeting house was built there.

For the first half of the 19th century, one source says the area was known as “Saints’
Rest,” because it was dominated by churches and the hilltop Newton Theological
seminary.

The clear population centers (or “villages”) in 1831 were Newton Corner, Watertown
Street, West Newton, and Upper and Lower Falls.  In 1831, there was no Beacon St. (or
Chestnut Street or Walnut St.).  Newton Centre still had many churches but relatively few
houses.  However, it had also become a stop on a new rail line, which hinted at major
changes to come.

Starting in the 1880s and continuing into the early 20th century, railroad commuters
remade Newton Centre.  It became a week-round community, where new homes and
shops - and even more churches - were clustered together within walking distance of the
train station. Many of the commercial buildings and workshops were three or four stories
tall - about the same height as many of the new Victorian and Queen Anne homes being
built for railroad commuters.

The remaking of Newton Centre as a railroad suburb involved both market forces and
conscious planning.  By 1920, in addition to churches, stores, and homes, new public
buildings and parks filled and surrounded the intersections of Beacon, Centre, Langley
and Union Streets.

commercial buildings on Centre Street, facing the common, 1890-19051

In the 1920s, automobile drivers began to overtake railroad passengers in shaping the
next wave of major change in Newton Centre.  The Depression and World War II delayed
their biggest impact until the 1950s: a 1946 aerial view of Newton Centre still looked
remarkably like similar views from the 1890s.

                                                
1 Images from the collections of the Newton History Museum, 527 Washington St., Newton, MA 02458
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1897 artists view of Newton Centre 1946 aerial view of Newton Centre

By the 1950s, however, shoppers clearly preferred driving rather than walking from store
to store.  As older commercial buildings were replaced, the new buildings often had only
one or two stories, and the merchants joined their customers in pressing for more parking
spaces and lots. Parents campaigned successfully to replace the old school in the "center
of the Centre" with a new, modern school "at the edge of the center," at the southern side
of the Newton Centre Playground. The old school site was re-used for parking.

Mason School, built in the triangle in the 1890s a building proposed but never built
on the site of the old Mason School

In the early 21st century, Newton Centre still has layers from all these historical periods:
− in the oldest layer, churches (or at least church sites) and roads that brought people to

and from church once a week in the 18th and early 19th century
− in the middle layer, a rail line, homes and commercial buildings from the late 19th

and early 20th centuries, clustered within walking distance of the train station to
meet the needs of daily railroad commuters

− in the newest layer, commercial buildings, parking lots, and widened streets and
intersections, all designed to meet the needs of automobiles and their drivers

After considerable discussion on the meaning of “village” and “community” relative to
“downtown,” there is now general agreement that Newton Centre is a successful village
center that needs to bring the neighborhood community together and provide a diverse
range of uses, activities and experiences at a pedestrian and neighborhood scale
consistent with the center’s heritage over the last 100 years.
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2. Significantly improve the pedestrian experience throughout the centre.   After
significant analysis and debate about the needs and conflicts associated with
vehicular, public transit, and pedestrian access, facilities, and amenities, there is
now general agreement that the pedestrian experience needs to be accorded a
much higher priority in future plans and improvements in the center. The key
objective here is to make the entire center
more pedestrian friendly and safe and to
improve pedestrian connections to public
transit while reducing conflicts with
vehicular traffic and parking. (illustrate with
photo of narrow cluttered Newton Centre
sidewalks and wider sidewalks and plazas in
Newton Highlands)

3. Expand and augment the open space experience in the village centre.  While
there are large amounts of open space near the village centre, there is also strong
agreement that these spaces are not very well connected, focused or programmed.
The most critical link and focus of this open space network is the Newton Centre
and Beacon/Union Street Triangles in the middle of Newton Centre and all groups
agreed on the objective of removing all of the parking from the Triangle and
replacing it with a mix of more pedestrian-oriented active and attractive open
space uses and activities.

Today the triangle is a parking lot… tomorrow, it could be open space.

4. Enhance the mix of public and private uses that make the Centre so
attractive.  There is widespread concern that the current dynamics of the private
marketplace has resulted in the loss of a number of uses considered to be desirable
to the continued vitality and diversity of the Centre
(especially the loss of neighborhood retail uses and
their replacement by offices and services).  The key
objective here is to encourage the return of residential
uses above ground floor retail and to use public
facilities and spaces if necessary to support produce
stores, newspaper and magazine stands and similar
uses to the Centre along with the special events and
activities like farmer’s markets, arts and craft shows,
ice skating, etc.
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In the context of these four objectives, the Newton Centre Task Force has agreed upon
five principal improvement recommendations and an overarching recommendation on
Financing and Community Involvement going forward:

Recommendation 1:   Enrich the pedestrian experience of the entire village center
through enhancements that will improve the streetscapes, provide better and safer
connections within the Centre and to surrounding areas and interior blocks.

The Task Force is in support of a program of physical improvements that includes the
installation of attractive street furniture, landscaping, and trash receptacles (with special
attention given to the provision for continued maintenance), improved lighting, signage
and undergrounding of utilities (especially along Langley and the north side of Beacon
where no work has been done), widening and improving of sidewalk paving and raised
sidewalk crossings (especially in connection with the reconfiguration of parking that is
recommended below).  There was strong agreement that any traffic and parking
improvement plans should be integrated with these activities to ensure that pedestrian
safety, mobility, and amenity remains the top priority.

Sidewalk widths, light fixtures, street furniture and landscape treatments vary greatly
throughout the Centre.  All of these elements contribute to the overall pedestrian
experience.  To improve this experience, the City should establish Design Guidelines for
Public Improvements.  Implementing these Guidelines will direct future public
improvements, to ensure a more cohesive, attractive, pedestrian-friendly Newton Centre.

The Design Guidelines should include recommendations on the design of streets,
sidewalks, open space, parking areas, and landscape as well as on the procurement and
placement of street furniture, light fixtures, public signage and sidewalk materials.  They
should not recommend that the streetscape in the Centre should be completely uniform,
but instead should propose general standards that apply to the entire Centre as well as
more detailed guidelines for specific areas.

1.  GENERAL GUIDELINES, to be followed throughout Newton Centre

1A. Streets and Sidewalks: Well-
designed streets and sidewalks are vital to
the success of Newton Centre. While it is
important to preserve ease of vehicular
movement, particularly along Beacon and
Centre Streets, Newton Centre is also a
destination point and the heart of a
residential community. It should be a
place where people feel they can easily
walk between businesses, parks and
shops.  Street and sidewalk design should
support the objective of making a
pedestrian oriented environment. Roads,



6

particularly the wider Centre and Beacon Streets should be safe and easy to cross.

 Build neck-downs (bumped out sidewalks) at all corners
of all streets lined with parking spaces to shorten the
distance that pedestrians have to cross the road.

 Consolidate pedestrian crosswalks, and mark them with
concrete pavers, brick, paint or other special paving.
Coordinate the design of the crosswalks with the design
of the sidewalks.

 Build 10’-wide raised treed medians along Centre and
Beacon Streets to give pedestrians a safe halfway
stopping point.  Medians also indicate to drivers that they
are entering a special place.

 Sidewalk widths will vary from street to street, but
shall use a consistent palette of materials and
design treatments. Possible paving and curbing
materials include Stiles & Hart Boston City Hall
paving brick, and Chelmsford Grey Granite.

 Place utilities underground throughout the Centre.

1B. Pedestrian Walkways and Alleys: Pedestrian
Walkways and alleys provide smaller scale routes for
pedestrians to navigate the Centre. They should be
well lit, safe, and pleasant.

 Pedestrian walkways and alleys shall be
constructed of the same palette of materials as
the street sidewalks in Newton Centre. Their
design shall incorporate the same light
fixtures that are used throughout the Centre.
Plantings and street furnishings shall be added
wherever possible.

 Sidewalks and entryways shall be added behind those buildings that provide rear
public access. These walks and entryways shall be constructed of the same
materials as sidewalks along streets.
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1C. Lighting: In addition to providing security,
decorative light fixtures help to establish the
character of Newton Centre.

 Use pedestrian-scale light fixtures 10’-14’
high, of a simple design that can
accommodate arms for planters and
banners. Locate fixtures at regular
intervals not greater than 70’ apart.

 Light fixtures shall meet “Dark Sky”
requirements.
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1D. Street Furnishings: Street furnishings - benches, trash
receptacles, planters, bollards, newspaper dispensers,
bicycle racks, tree grates and directional signage - combine
with light fixtures to define the character of a particular
place. They furnish a space and invite pedestrian
involvement. The style and color of all street furnishings
shall be coordinated.  All shall be durable and easy to
maintain.

 Benches shall be located so that they encourage the
enjoyment of specific spaces, whether along sidewalks or in parks.  They may
face quieter streets to facilitate people-watching, face away from busy streets, or
face each other to encourage conversation. They shall be located outside
restaurants to provide places for outdoor eating, or in parks to provide places for
quiet reading or contemplation.

 Trash receptacles shall be installed at regular
intervals along streets, at key intersections, close to
(but downwind of) groups of benches..  Coordinate
the style of the trash receptacle with the style of the
bench. Trash receptacles shall be located a maximum of 60’
apart.

 Bike racks reduce car traffic and parking demands by
encouraging people to bike to the Centre rather than drive.
Locate bike racks at transportation nodes (i.e., the T-Stop),
convenient locations, and public facilities. Coordinate the style of the bicycle
racks with benches and trash receptacles.

 Newspapers should all be in one location – as in Newton Highlands
not scattered throughout the village. –

 Public Signage: Clear, consistent, attractive and coordinated
signage shall be located throughout the Centre. Directional signs
shall be located to help visitors find parking and particular stores and
services.  Interpretive signs explaining the history of the area shall
be mounted in appropriate areas. They can also be combined with
orientation maps and community event information. Historic plaques
shall be mounted on structures of historic or cultural interest.

 Public Art shall be incorporated into the streetscape design.
Examples of this technique could include small water features,
sculptures, benches, decorative pavings, flagpoles, murals &
clocks.
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1E. Street Trees: Street trees
enrich the appearance and health of
an urban environment. Trees shade
the streets, sidewalks and
buildings, mediate the scale
between taller buildings and
pedestrians, reduce noise and
pollution, and provide shelter for
pedestrians.

 Trees shall be planted at consistent intervals along the streets to
establish a rhythm and an aesthetic identity to the various areas of
Newton Centre.  Spacing should be between 20’ minimum and 40’
maximum, depending on the type of street and the width of the tree
canopy. On wide streets with ample sidewalks, large shade trees
with high canopies shall be spaced approximately 30’ apart. On
narrow streets with narrow sidewalks, small trees with narrow
canopies shall be spaced approximately 20-25’ apart.

 Current technology for tree planting (i.e. structural soil) shall be
instituted for trees planted in sidewalks.

In addition to the General Guidelines that apply to the entire Centre, we identified five
distinct areas in Newton Centre, each of which needs specific design standards.  These
areas are Langley Road and Union Street (Low Traffic Streets), Beacon and Centre
Streets (High Traffic Streets), the Triangle, Parking Areas, and Open Space.  We
recognize the unique function of each of these areas and acknowledge that site elements
used in one area may not be entirely appropriate in another area.

2. UNION STREET AND LANGLEY ROAD (LOW
TRAFFIC STREETS) Partly due to their one-way vehicular
traffic flow, and the shops and restaurants on both Union Street
and Langley Road, these streets are currently two of the most
pedestrian-friendly streets in the Centre. The goal of these
Guidelines is to further enhance their enjoyable character.

 Streets shall be curbless and paved with
decorative pavers to enable their
occasional use as a pedestrian mall.

 Sidewalks shall be a minimum of 15’-
wide to accommodate outdoor cafes,
benches and plantings.

 Along with street trees, street furnishings
and light fixtures, decorative flower
planters or barrels shall define the street
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edge and lend the areas a unique identity.
 Flower baskets shall be hung from light poles, to provide color and

identity.
 Bench locations shall be a maximum of 40’ apart.

3. BEACON AND CENTRE STREETS
(HIGH TRAFFIC STREETS) Beacon and
Centre Streets carry the most regional traffic
flow throughout the Newton Centre. While it is
important to facilitate this flow, drivers should
also be signaled that they are entering a town
center.

 A 10-wide treed median
strip underplanted with
ground cover shall be
added along Centre Street, from Willow Street to Cypress Street,
and along Beacon Street from Chesley Road to Centre Street.  The
median will serve to establish the identity of Newton Centre, and
indicate to drivers that they have arrived at a populated center of
activity. By dividing the street, the median visually makes the road
appear less wide.  It will also make it safer for pedestrians to cross.

 The median curb shall be granite and 12 inches high.
 Sidewalks shall be at least 10 feet wide to accommodate pedestrian

traffic flow in two directions, window shoppers and a row of trees
along the street edge.  The branches shall be cut a minimum of 8
feet above the ground to provide adequate clearance and so as not
to obscure the building facades and business signs.

 Banners may be hung from light poles.
 Bench locations shall be a maximum of 70’ apart.

4. TRIANGLE The Triangle should pulse with
activities that attract visitors year-round,
including meeting friends, shopping, dining, or
watching a concert.  The pathways within the
Triangle serve as arteries carrying pedestrians
–safely from one activity to the next both within
the Triangle and in the surrounding commercial
areas.

 Perimeter sidewalks
along Centre Street shall
be 10’ wide.

 All other perimeter sidewalks shall be 5’ wide.
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 Pedestrian pathways within the park will
vary in width.

5. PARKING AREAS well-landscaped and
lighted parking lots can enhance a visitor’s
experience of Newton Centre

 Parking lots must meet
or exceed landscaping
requirements in the
Zoning Ordinance §30-
19.

 Provide a 4’-wide
minimum perimeter of
planting between a parking lot and a
street or public way.  A low decorative
fence or wall may also be used.  Woven
wire fencing (i.e. chain link) may not be
used.

 Provide sidewalks to safely move
people from parking areas to businesses.

 Light fixtures shall match those fixtures
used throughout Newton Centre, and
shall be located closely enough to
ensure visibility without glare into
adjoining properties.

 Ecologically designed drainage swales
are highly recommended.

6. PARKS AND OPEN SPACES offer a respite
from buildings and traffic.  They offer a meeting
ground for residents and visitors, an open space for
community celebrations and events, a quiet bench
for lunch, or a garden to enjoy.

 Strengthen the connection of
Newton Centre with the
Newton Centre Playground.
Coordinate light fixtures,
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street trees, trash receptacles, and benches.  Particularly enhance
the edge of the Playground along Centre Street, as it marks the
entrance to Newton Centre from the north. Build a well-marked
crosswalk across Centre Street at Tyler Terrace to enable safe
pedestrian passage across the street

 Design seating and plantings to take advantage of sun orientation,
to protect from winds, and create a variety of inviting and
comfortable spaces.

Plant a variety of large trees, small flowering trees, shrubs and perennials throughout
Newton Centre’s open spaces.

Finally, the Task Force also recommends that Public Sector Improvements shall be
phased to minimize disruption to current businesses, residents and visitors to the Centre.

Recommendation 2:  Reinvent and revitalize the Newton Centre and Beacon2

Triangles in the middle of the centre as visually and socially active spaces that
provide the central identity for Newton Centre.

The Task Force is committed to providing a much more attractive and socially active set
of uses in the Newton Centre Triangle that provide a strong and positive identity for
Newton Centre.  Parking spaces in the paved parking area in the middle of the current
Newton Centre triangle will be relocated to equally accessible locations on reconfigured
nearby streets with diagonal parking (see below).  The current green at the west end of

Sketch by Carol Johnson and Associates
this Triangle should be extended to an area of more active use.  The eastern end of the
Newton Centre triangle should have landscaping with outdoor seating, a fountain,

                                                
2 Small triangle of open space bounded by Beacon and Union Streets and Langley Road.
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plantings, and a hard surface area for other pedestrian oriented uses and events that
becomes a small ice skating rink in the winter.

The Beacon Triangle should be better landscaped and include amenities such as street
furniture and trash receptacles that would make it an attractive and usable space for
passive recreation.

These improvements to the two triangles would be connected to landscaping and
beautification improvements along adjacent streets and retail frontages. Consistent with
the pedestrian improvements noted above, a strong pedestrian linkage and/or covered
walkway would be created across the Newton Centre Triangle north-south between
Beacon Street and Langley Road, with the potential to provide enclosed spaces or kiosks
along this pedestrian way for park related ancillary uses or other uses that are not being
provided for in the regular private commercial space in the centre.  These general
guidelines and principles are recommended by the Task Force as a foundation for a
design competition for the two Triangles and the surrounding streetscape and
beautification plan.

Recommendation 3:  Replace the unattractive and problematic parking in the
middle of the Triangle one for one with equally accessible diagonal and shared
parking on other reconfigured lots and streets in the Centre.

One of the biggest challenges of the Newton Centre Task Force is to improve upon the
parking and traffic conditions that exist today and to make sure any future development
maintains a desirable quality of life for residents and supports the vitality as well as the
history of the village center.   Task Force members identified the following objectives to
assure future changes to parking and circulation support these values:

• Avoid negative parking and traffic impacts of residents
• Make it easier to find parking spaces
• Maximize parking around the center
• Create more pedestrian-friendly environment
• Facilitate all modes of transportation

Below is a summary of existing conditions and recommended changes to improve upon
them.

PARKING
Existing conditions
Like business owners in most places, Newton Centre merchants desire lots of parking as
close as possible to their places of business so it will be easy for their customers to reach
them.  Because Newton Centre hosts a stop on the Green Line, commuters who live too
far from the “T” to walk, may drive and park nearby.  Residents who expect to enjoy
quiet and safe neighborhoods often compete for parking with commuters and employees
who seek free parking all day.  To reconcile all these interests, the Newton Centre Task
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Force has sought to identify locations for convenient parking for customers while
providing reasonably-priced parking for employees and a limited number of spaces for
local commuters who must drive, while protecting the residential character of
surrounding neighborhoods.

Parking for the Improvement Plan
The first step in realizing an Improvement Plan for Newton Centre is to relocate the
existing 155 parking spaces from “The Triangle” so it can become a more attractive
public space.  It is important to relocate the existing parking elsewhere in the Centre
because removal of parking spaces without replacement parking will increase the demand
for the remaining public parking spaces.   When initial data was collected in 2005,
occupancy of public parking spaces in the Centre was 80% (85% is considered optimal).
Removal of 155 spaces without replacement elsewhere will increase occupancy to 100%
on streets adjacent to the triangle.  This outcome should be avoided because it will
increase traffic as more cars circle the blocks in search of spaces and could discourage
patrons from visiting the center.

To relocate the spaces in “The Triangle,” the Task Force supports a strategy with two
features:

Diagonal Parking.  In order to create additional parking spaces on the streets, several
areas have been identified in which parallel parking spaces could be converted to
diagonal parking spaces.  Because diagonal spaces take up less curb space than parallel
spaces, replacing parallels with diagonals creates more spaces. Possible areas for
conversions are shown in bold black lines on the following map and as described in the
following for a total of 80-100 new spaces:
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• Lyman Street. Net gain of 37-47 spaces
• Langley Road.  Net gain of 14-17 spaces
• Centre Green Street. Net gain of 13 spaces.
• Beacon Street between Centre Street and Langley Road. 10 new spaces.
• Centre Street between Tyler Terrace and Gibbs Street.  Gain 8-12 parallel parking

spaces.
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Shared Parking.  For those spaces that cannot be relocated on the streets, the Task Force
recommends consideration of shared parking arrangements with private property owners
to encourage better use of spaces in their lots where feasible.   The Task Force’s initial
findings indicated that many private spaces are underutilized and incorporating these
spaces into the pool of available parking will improve the overall parking situation.  Most
of the local churches have parking available on weekdays and several offices have an
oversupply of parking on weekends.  Where hours or days of operation of nearby
businesses are different, use of the same spaces at different times of the day offers a low-
cost way to maximize available spaces.

Parking Management.  Management of all available spaces is needed to assure they are
used to their best advantage.  Today, long-term parkers occupy many of the short-term
spaces that are closest to businesses and would be best used by short-term parkers,
primarily shoppers.  However, all-day parkers, especially employers and their employees
must compete for relatively few long-term spaces and often park in short-term spaces or
in nearby neighborhoods, despite restrictions on those streets and the threat of being
ticketed.

• Placement and pricing of meters.  It is recommended that long- and short-term
parking spaces be strategically placed around the village center, with the short-
term spaces nearest the businesses and long-term spaces slightly farther away
from the core.  At the current rate of $.25 an hour, long-term spaces are half the
price of short-term spaces and will attract long-term parkers to the perimeter of
the village because most people are willing to walk farther as the price declines.
Drawing long-term parkers away from the most convenient short-term spaces in
the core will make more spaces available for shoppers, who generally are willing
to pay more for the convenience of being close to their destinations.  Pricing of
parking and citations will need to be adjusted periodically to encourage desired
behaviors.

• Enforcement.  Enhanced parking enforcement in the center and the surrounding
residential areas is recommended to reinforce desired driver behaviors, maximize
use of parking, and protect the residential character of surrounding areas.

• Employee parking permits.  An employee parking permit program is
recommended to encourage employees to park in long-term spaces.  Such a
program would eliminate the need for coins and provide a means for employers to
help pay for employee parking.

• Public information about parking and alternative forms of transportation.   There
are a variety of ways to access Newton Centre and information about the options
should be provided to merchants and the public along with maps and pricing of
available parking.

It is important that the viability of proposed diagonal parking and roundabouts (see
discussion of traffic below) be examined further.  While it is physically possible to place
diagonal parking spaces on the streets as proposed, their impact on traffic and circulation
is untested.  Their feasibility depends somewhat on their numbers, location and time
limits proposed for the spaces.  Each movement in and out of a parking space represents a



17

time delay for moving traffic.  When there is a high volume of traffic and frequent
movements in and out of spaces, the potential for delays and back-ups into intersections
increases.  Thus, it is essential that a professional traffic engineering study be conducted
to assess the impact of diagonal parking in the various locations proposed on circulation
around the center and to ensure they do not degrade existing conditions.

The Task Force is committed to assuring that adequate, accessible, convenient and
safe parking remains an attractive feature of Newton Centre and is recommending
that the parking currently in the Triangle be replaced with additional parking to be
provided in widened diagonal configurations on Langley Road, Lyman Street,
Centre Green Street and on Beacon Street and on several other adjacent streets and
in more effective sharing of various parking lots near the Centre.  Detailed parking
improvement plans and configurations and parking management plans need to be
refined but those being considered demonstrate that no additional parking
structures would be needed to replace the 155 spaces being relocated from the
Triangle.

The Task Force also recommends that a parking management plan be adopted that
provides for improved enforcement, special provision for employee parking permits
and aggressive use of shared parking options for other areas outside of the
immediate Triangle area.

Recommendation 4:  Continue to explore street improvements and traffic
modifications that would calm and improve traffic flow in the Centre and reduce
vehicle pedestrian conflicts without exacerbating through traffic or overflow traffic
on neighborhood streets.   

On the weekdays, traffic in Newton Centre peaks from 7:30-9:30 am and again between
4:30 and 6:30 pm.  At peak times, traffic backs up at the key intersections at several
locations especially on Beacon Street between Centre Street and Langley Road and also
at the merger of Cypress and Centre Streets just south of the Beacon/Centre Streets
intersection where traffic stacks up past Holly Cleaners at 1314 Centre Street.

From a pedestrian perspective, the existing streets are not welcoming.  The wide streets
that accommodate the traffic become additional barriers to a cohesive village that can be
intimidating to cross at the key intersections on Beacon Street, especially at peak traffic
times.   Frequently, pedestrians trigger the pedestrian walk cycle on the traffic signals and
cross before the signal changes if there’s a break in traffic.  By the time the light changes,
the pedestrians are gone and vehicles are stopped in all directions for no reason.  The
Task Force recommends traffic calming as a way to reduce driver frustrations and protect
pedestrians.

Traffic Calming
Traffic calming devices are intended to allow traffic to move freely, yet slowly.  In
Newton Centre, several different types are recommended.  Two roundabouts are
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proposed at the intersections of Beacon with Centre Street and Langley Road.
Crosswalks that are raised or have a change in paving materials and bulb-outs that extend
sidewalks farther into the street also are considered appropriate on the approaches to the
center for signaling ones arrival in a village center and reinforcing the notion that traffic
is expected to slow down and defer to pedestrians.  Another visual signal is the proposal
to include a landscaped center island on Centre Street.  This would provide a resting
place for pedestrians and reduce the distance crossed at a time by half.

Roundabouts
Roundabouts are considered traffic-calming devices because they slow traffic but do not
stop it.  This eliminates time delays that cause impatient drivers to divert onto side streets
and increases the capacity of the roads so as to facilitate the smooth flow of traffic.
Roundabouts are smaller than rotaries and have a center island positioned so it causes
cars to divert around it.  In addition, the roads approaching the roundabout are curved and
narrowed which slows traffic.  They are considered much safer than signalized
intersections because of slower speeds and because drivers are guided around the circle in
one direction; this results in fewer accidents or injuries and virtually eliminates head-on
collisions.   The cost of installing a roundabout is generally about the same as for a
signalized intersection, yet less costly to maintain because they have no signals to
maintain or upgrade.  Often they are attractively landscaped or designed with fountains or
monuments that serve as a gateway feature and focal point for a destination.

Because they do not require traffic signals, cars stop only for pedestrians.  For added
protection, pedestrian-activated lights can be installed to enhance visibility of pedestrians,
especially at night.  Well-designed roundabouts include shorter, more visible pedestrian
crossings than achievable with signalized intersections.  Small islands (which can be
extended into a landscaped boulevard) are provided in between the lanes of traffic and
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provide a refuge for pedestrians halfway across the street.  There are fewer points of
conflict between pedestrians and cars compared to signalized intersections because traffic
flows only in one direction and with splitter islands, pedestrians only need to observe
traffic approaching from one way as they cross.  They also don’t have to watch for cars
turning right on red lights.

Based on current pedestrian counts, existing pedestrian traffic will not cause delays in
travel time or degrade the vehicular Level of Service with the proposed roundabouts.
However, more extensive analysis should be done in conjunction with the parking study
discussed in the preceding section.

A preliminary traffic study was done during preparation of this report.  It showed that two
roundabouts – at the intersections of Beacon and Centre Streets and Beacon Street and
Langley Road – may be feasible, but survey data was not available at that time.  The Task
Force supports commissioning a professional traffic engineer to conduct a more in-depth
study of these intersections as well as of the traffic patterns throughout Newton Centre.

Recommendation 5:   Encourage the reconversion of non-residential space above
ground floor commercial in Newton Centre back to residential use wherever
feasible.

The Task Force believes that residents and residential uses in the village centre further
enliven the Centre and serve other important environmental, safety, and diversity goals as
well.  Given that the village centre previously had a substantial number of housing units
above ground floor retail that have over the years been converted to office space, and
given that there is an unmet need for affordable housing for young working people and
others of moderate income or wishing to downsize their homes in Newton, the Task
Force supports the development of more flexible ways for property owners to meet
residential parking requirements with off-site solutions.

Recommendation 6:  Establish an active, empowered, and enabled Newton Centre
Neighborhood and Business Improvement Organization to help guide and
implement the recommended improvement programs and ongoing maintenance and
preservation of the Village.    
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The Task Force recognizes the need for a Newton Centre Neighborhood and Business
Improvement Organization to take ownership and sponsorship of the Newton Centre
Improvement Plan going forward.  This group should spearhead the sourcing of financing
and the development of a management plan and design review process for the village
centre.  The capital costs of the minimum recommended improvements are estimated to
be about $6-8 million dollars for the improvements to the Triangles, the beautification
and streetscape improvements of adjacent linked streets and associated traffic calming
and parking improvements.

Sources of financing would include current capital improvement resources of the parks
and public works departments, special CPA funds that would be matched with local
fundraising and sponsorship efforts, and potential business improvement district
financing and state and federal funds.  This group should also develop and participate in a
proactive design review process that would provide clear design guidelines for public and
private improvements and development to assure preservation of the attractive village
scale and character of the Centre.



Appendix B: 

Unsprawl Case Study 
Newton Centre, Massachusetts 
by Kent Stasiowski and Justin Hollander 
   

Newton Centre is a dense, mixed-use community located on a major mass transit artery 
within the City of Newton, a suburb of Boston first linked to transit—via the Boston and 
Albany Railroad—in 1830.  The Centre is one of thirteen areas classified as village 
centers by the city.  Though it wasn't until 1959 that public transit regularly served 
Newton, the community has continued to evolve.   

Newton was settled in 1630, but it wasn't until 1720, when  residents erected a central 
meeting house, that Newton Centre was first recognized.  The area was popular for mill 
development because of its proximity to the Charles River.  Newton Centre remained a 
small village throughout the 1800s and into the early 1900s, when the main thoroughfare, 
Centre Street, housed "a provisions store, haberdashery, bank, and battery of public 
telephones," according to George M. Sanborn of the Massachusetts Bay Transportation 
Authority library in Boston.  The area changed after World War I, when extensive 
redevelopment occurred, especially in the Centre's core.  Second- and third-story 
apartments above retail were either removed or converted to office or additional retail 
space just after the war.  

"The Centre's center began to take on its current appearance in the 1950s, when the 
antiquated Mason School was torn down and replaced by a parking lot behind the 
common...," says Sanborn.  "Then began what local merchants like to call the upgrading 
of the square, as stores were remodeled, more sophisticated customers arrived."  Priscilla 
McQueen, a native of Newton Centre, believes the Centre still has "a village-like feeling, 
but maybe I've lived here too long."  Sanborn points out, however, that others think 
Newton Centre has lost its village flavor as it has become more retail- and business-

oriented. 

Today, the City of Newton's total land area is 18.1 
square miles, with a population of 83,000.  In 
Newton Centre, there are over 2,700 households 
with a population of nearly 8,000 people.  Within 
the 1/4-mile radius around the Massachusetts Bay 
Transportation Authority light rail stop (Newton 
Centre "T" stop, Riverside Branch, on the east-
west Green line) there are nearly 600 dwelling 
units at a density of 7.4 units per acre.  According 
to 1990 Census figures, there are 1.81 autos 
available per household in Newton Centre, which 
is higher than the 1.46 for the Boston 
metropolitan area, but lower than most suburban 
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locations.  Only 60 percent of the MBTA transit riders living in Newton Centre, howe
have access to an automob

ver, 
ile.  

Newton Centre, compared to the Boston metropolitan area, is noticeably affluent.  Only 
six percent of the population is below poverty level, while the average is 15 percent for 
the Boston metro area.  The median household income in Newton Centre ranges from 
$52,000 to $82,000, as compared to $30,000 for metro Boston.  The Newton Centre 
village of Newton is also largely homogenous, with 92 percent of the population white, as 
compared to 87 percent in the metro area.  

Transit and Land Use at Newton Centre  

Though many definitions of transit-oriented development include mixed-use development 
that follows the siting of a transit stop, Newton Centre as a community was around more 
than two hundred years before the MBTA light rail stop was constructed.  Newton Centre 
can be classified as a transit-oriented development, however, based on the village's 
relationship to the stop, and based on the fact that the stop has both created and changed 
patterns of development and resident mobility patterns directly adjacent to the stop since 
its opening.   

T

The transit stop lies near the end of the Riverside "D" line in a primarily suburban region 
of Greater Boston.  Bus service is on the "52" route that travels north-south above and 
below Newton Centre in the Newton area.  The City of Newton also has a relatively new 
shuttle bus service providing service between the city's villages.  The service connects the 
villages to existing MBTA bus and light rail stops.  Additionally, Boston College runs 
buses through Newton Centre for its students, faculty, and staff.  

Light rail service is regular, running every five minutes during peak commuting times, 
and about every ten minutes at non-peak times.  Bus service is less frequent, running 
every thirty minutes weekly, and up to every hour on weekends.   

 
Union Street in Newton Centre.  

Ridership from Newton Centre averages just under 1,100 riders per day on the MBTA 
Green line.  While there are peak commutes in the morning and evening, the valley of 
ridership between peaks is not as low in Newton Centre as in other nearby locations.  
Seventy percent of Newton Centre transit commuters walk to the transit stop, twelve 
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percent park and ride, eleven percent are dropped off, and only seven percent take the 
bus.  No riders indicated that they ride a bicycle to the transit stop.  More than half of 
those who walk to the transit stop can do so in less than five minutes, and another forty 
percent in under fifteen minutes.  

A recent survey of transit riders arriving in Newton (though not necessarily Newton 
Centre) from other locales indicated that 41 percent arrive for work, twelve percent for 
personal business, and 3 percent for social or recreational purposes.  Only six percent of 
riders indicated that they use Newton for shopping.   

While overall usage numbers for all types of trips is not available, U.S. Census Journey to 
Work data shows that Boston is the most frequent work destination for commuters 
coming from Newton Centre's transit stop.  Newton is a distant second, and Cambridge is 
farther still in third.  The data confirms the function of Newton Centre as a point of origin 
for Boston commuters, also affirming the transit-oriented development as a point of 
origin for residents who work in close proximity to their homes.  

 
Wide sidewalks and interesting street facades enhance 

the pedestrian orientation of this street in Newton Centre.  

While the majority of Newton Centre residents do drive to work, it is significant that 
thirteen percent walk and fourteen percent take public transportation on a regular basis.  
Over a quarter of the residents, then, either use the centrally located transit or walk to 
their work destinations, an essential characteristic of a transit-oriented development.  Of 
those who work in Newton Centre but live outside of the village, fourteen percent walk 
and nine percent use existing transit.  

Newton Centre's central core area is comprised primarily of retail and office uses 
intermingled with residences.  Surrounding neighborhoods are comprised largely of 
residences, small retail, and large institutions.  Residential uses make up over 3.3 million 
square feet, while commercial is over 582,000 square feet.  

Of the commercial square footage, retail comprises over half, office over 30 percent, and 
restaurant uses the remaining share.  Newton Centre's retail shops serve as a destination 
for many, though are not a large draw for those outside of Newton itself according to 
studies by the city's Economic Development Commission.  In fact, the Newton Centre 
Merchants Association is working to change the character of the Centre from a commuter 
point of origin to a commercial destination.  The Association does not necessarily see 
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eye-to-eye with proponents of reduced automobile use and increased 
transit, viewing parking spaces as the keys to local commercial 
success.  The Association does not believe the transit stop is a 
significant enough mode of transportation for incoming retail and other 
users.  

Newton Centre as a Transit-Oriented Development  

There are seven primary characteristics of a transit-oriented 
development exhibited by Newton Centre:  

T

Interconnected Street System 

An aerial view of Newton Centre reveals that most of the major streets 
connect in a grid-like fashion.  Of the 28 streets in a 1/4-mile radius around the MBTA 
light rail stop, only three end in a cul-de-sac or dead end.  

Local Destinations Within Walking Distance  

Within the 1/4-mile distance around the transit stop, there are schools, places of 
workshop, community service centers, daycare facilities, six green space and park areas, 
residences, and numerous shops, restaurants, and offices.  Three educational institutions 
border Newton Centre, and one mile north of the transit stop is the Boston College 
School of Law.   

Pedestrian-Friendly Design  

Newton Centre's continuous sidewalk system creates safe and convenient routes for 
pedestrians.  The sidewalks on residential streets are wide enough for two people to walk 
abreast, and in the core areas the sidewalks can accommodate four or more abreast, 
measuring between six and ten feet wide.  

Other aspects of design welcoming pedestrians include mature street trees and other 
landscaping, on-street parking, streetscaping with street furniture, and highly visible 
pedestrian crosswalks.  At high-volume intersections, for example, raised or otherwise 
more visible crosswalks have been established where traffic must stop if a pedestrian is in 
or nearing the crosswalk.  

Topography Suitable for Walking  

The topography of Newton Centre is varied.  In the central commercial core adjacent to 
the MBTA transit stop, the land is primarily flat.  There are small hills in the 
northwestern residential neighborhoods, but these do not present a reported problem for 
elderly, young, or disabled.  

Density and Pedestrian Scale  

The street layout of Newton Centre is not a typical grid.  The formation of the streets over 
time created fairly large blocks and relatively infrequent intersections.  However, less 
grid-like intersections tend to have a strong orientation for the pedestrian: many of these 
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intersections neck-down to make them easier to cross.  In the central commercial core, 
the largest block is approximately 500 feet by 380 feet.  The distance between 
intersections in the residential neighborhoods, for comparison, is even greater, up to 800 
feet.  

The density is high enough to support transit, but does not manifest itself into large office 
towers or apartment buildings.  Most commercial space is housed in one- or two-story 
buildings on small parcels in the central commercial core.  The average building's 
footprint is about 5,800 square feet, with the largest at 51,500 square feet.  Most of the 
larger buildings use architectural elements to break down the facade into the appearance 
of even smaller buildings.  They feature pedestrian-scaled windows, overhangs, awnings, 
recessed entryways, attractive signage, and the like.   

Residences are generally of a medium density, and predominantly single-family homes.  
There are a fair amount of duplexes and multiple-family dwellings, however.  The largest 
apartment building is three stories with 50 units, but such buildings are rare.  

 
Newton Centre's "T" stop on the MBTA's "Riverside" Green line.  

Street Facing Buildings and Rear Parking  

Buildings face the street and parking is reserved for the rear—with the exception of on-
street parking—for all buildings adjacent to the transit stop and in the core commercial 
center.  Most residential streets also maintain an inviting character, with the buildings 
facing the street and garages on alleys or driveways to the sides of houses with garages in 
the rear.  

Many businesses share parking, clearly marking parking lots with signage, create clear 
walkways within the lots so that customers can easily and safely walk between the lots 
and the stores, and maintain an attractive rear facade.  The rear lots are either public 
metered, private, or shared private.  Shared private lots are shared between businesses 
that operate at different business hours, such as a lot reserved for a drugstore and bank 
during the day, and restaurants at night.  Large signs direct motorists to public and private 
lots throughout Newton Centre, but these are secondary to pedestrian routes among 
streets, buildings, and the transit stop.   
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Transit Stops Accessible by Foot  

The centrally located MBTA light rail stop is easily 
accessible for the approximately 2,000 households in 
the 1/4-mile radius.  There are pedestrian bridges, 
pathways, and ramps that offer easy access to the transit 
stop for those traveling by foot.  Additionally, there are 
bus stops located even closer to the central commercial 
core, where Centre, Beacon, and Cypress Streets 
intersect.  The stops are across the street from each 
other, but wide sidewalks, crosswalks, and pedestrian-
friendly street design allow access for all abilities of 
pedestrians.  

For riders arriving at the MBTA stop via car, there is a 
limited number of parking spaces.  

 
The MBTA light rail station at 
Newton Centre. 
Photo courtesy of 
Massachusetts Bay 
Transportation Authority. 

The transit stop serves as a commuter hub in the morning and evening.  Restaurants and 
retail shops cater to commuters, offering food and drink, newspapers and magazines, and 
other items ideal for the person on the go.  The walkways are safe in and adjacent to the 
transit stop, and indeed the whole area is active from early in the morning to late in the 
evening, helping to ensure that crime is not a major concern.  

Conclusion  

The challenge of maintaining Newton Centre as a viable transit-oriented development is 
constant.  While commuting ridership is virtually guaranteed, ridership will need to 
change if the transit stop is to serve the purpose of bringing additional shoppers, and their 
money, into the commercial core, as well. That will likely require the vested interest of 
local business and political leaders as well as involvement from regional entities, 
including MBTA.  But as the village's history has proven, the core area so far has always 
been supported by rail, first heavy and then light.  Newton Centre residents and visitors 
have every reason to believe that the light rail stop and adjacent uses will support the 
village center as a transit-oriented development far into the future.  

T
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Executive Summary

Toward the Revitalization of Newton Centre
Combined Group Two and Three Report

Newton Centre Task Force

Our Groups envision a Newton Centre that will be a model of 21st Century
suburban village revitalization, regaining its historic scale, charm, and
character – a community that has a “heart” and a “sense of place”.

Our vision consists of three primary objectives:

• We seek to create an interconnected village center, joining the three separate
shopping areas of Newton Centre with an active focus, replacing what is now a
separating element – an asphalt parking lot.

• We seek a mix of mutually-reinforcing businesses, residences, and community
facilities, attracting people to its shops, social venues, and cultural activities.

• We seek physical improvements within existing business zones and the adjoining
publicly-owned land, making the Centre pedestrian friendly, interesting and beautiful
– a place where people want to visit, meet friends, and enjoy diverse activities.

To make our vision a reality, the Revitalization Plan calls for the following actions:

Land Use Recommendations

• Transform the Newton Centre Triangle, removing the surface parking lot and creating
an all-season focus for public activity, consisting of:
o An active public plaza, on the east end, for civic events and informal gathering

during pleasant weather, containing an attractive fountain, seating groupings,
space for festivals, art displays, and craft fairs, and a wintertime skating rink.

o A signature building in the center of the Triangle, containing restaurants, retail
shops, spaces for cultural, educational, and recreational activities, and an enclosed
passage from Langley Road to Beacon Street.

o The existing tranquil garden, the Newton Centre Green (Leo Levy Park), on the
west end of the Triangle, with lawns, flower beds, trees, and shrubbery.

• Make comprehensive streetscape improvements with landscaping, shade trees,
attractive lighting, street furniture, and decorative paving on widened sidewalks,
planted medians, underground utilities, and raised pedestrian crossings.

• Allow construction of up to 150 housing units, consistent with the recommendations
of Newton’s Comprehensive plan to meet the needs of households of various income
and age groups and to take advantage of Newton Centre’s lifestyle offerings and
convenient public transportation, following smart growth principles.

• Encourage Newton Centre commercial property owners to upgrade their locations,
using presently underutilized space within Newton Centre’s commercial area to-
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expand retail commercial space by up to 20 percent, in accord with Newton’s
Comprehensive Plan’s build-out analysis.

• Establish a Newton Centre Zoning Overlay District that will give private property
owners incentives to execute high-quality, energy-efficient development within
specified design standards and sustainability guidelines without excessive regulatory
burdens. The overlay district regulations would call for consolidation of land parcels,
mixed uses, building heights comparable to the Centre’s historic buildings, attractive
and durable materials, interior open courtyards, pedestrian walkways, and flexible
provisions for parking.

• Sponsor studies toward achieving improved traffic routing, perhaps with urban
roundabouts (at Beacon and Centre Streets and at Beacon Street and Langley Road)
to accommodate smooth movement of local- and through-traffic and to facilitate
pedestrian circulation between Newton Centre’s business blocks.

• Plan parking spaces to replace the parking being displaced from the Centre Triangle
and additional spaces to meet growing needs over time:
o On street for short term parking, and
o In peripherally-located parking structures for longer term parking.

Financing Recommendations

• Set up a District Improvement Financing (DIF) plan, taking advantage of the future
tax revenue potential of new construction to finance bond-based public improvements
without affecting the City’s bond rating.

• Encourage Newton Centre property owners and tenants to establish a Business
Improvement District (BID) to take responsibility for maintenance of sidewalks and
other public areas and for programming of Newton Centre village activities, utilizing
City services and funds raised by the BID.

• Investigate Transport-Oriented Development Funds (TOD) and numerous other
possible means of financing Newton Centre improvements.

• Assure that parking improvements to be made will be self-financing.

Management Recommendations

• Establish a Parking and Traffic Advisory Group and/or a Parking Authority for
professional management of parking and to facilitate financing.

• Set up a Newton Centre Advisory Commission consisting of Aldermen, commercial
property owners, merchants, and residents, to plan and guide the ongoing
revitalization of Newton Centre.

• Initiate a mitigation program:
o To replace parking removed from the Triangle and elsewhere during the

renovation process,
o To minimize disruption to current businesses during construction activity, and
o To facilitate potential relocation and expansion opportunities within the Centre

resulting from new development.
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Toward the Revitalization of Newton Centre
Combined Group Two and Three Report

I. VISION STATEMENT
Our vision for the future of Newton Centre is an integrated, active, pedestrian-friendly
village center.  One that takes advantage of its economic opportunities and better serves
its various stakeholders.  One that attracts people from surrounding areas to shop,
socialize, and learn. We envision a Newton Centre that will be a model of 21st century
development while regaining its historic scale, charm, and character.  We want a
community that has a “heart” and a “sense of place.”

Decisions about the desirable scale of the buildings and activities in Newton Centre
govern discussion of the revitalization. In physical terms, we aim to achieve a scale
consistent with Newton’s historical image and consistent with existing buildings along
Union Street and on the east side of Centre and Centre Green Streets. In economic terms,
our objective is to have enough pedestrian traffic and activity to support locally oriented-
business as well as “destination” shops.  In social terms, we want to see a village center
that attracts nearby residents to its shops, social venues, and cultural activities.  We do not
advocate enlarging the footprint of Newton Centre’s business area.    

We seek to rebuild an interconnected village center with a mix of mutually reinforcing
businesses, residences, and community facilities. Rather than continue to encourage
additional auto-oriented development or allow the construction of a large commercial
center in Newton Centre, we prefer growth patterns that will enhance the quality of life,
improve the pedestrian experience, and maximize environmental sustainability. If we do
nothing, we risk watching the village center be shaped by inappropriate development.
Instead, we hope to guide the growth of Newton Centre along socially desirable,
economically responsible, and environmentally sustainable paths.

Our vision of Newton Centre includes:

• Transformation and development of the public areas including the Centre Triangle to
provide a central focus, to better knit the elements of the district together, to provide a
richer and more comfortable pedestrian experience, provide better defined and more
usable public space, and improved and more varied commercial outlets.

• An increase in housing (up to 150 units, as recommended in the Newton
Comprehensive Plan) providing housing opportunities for people of all income levels
who want to live in a vibrant center and who are otherwise underserved in
our community. With more residents in the central area of Newton Centre, we
envision more people on the sidewalks and in the shops during the day and in the
evening, revitalizing the area.

• A commercial district with a wide mix of retail stores focused on the desires of the
surrounding neighborhood. This implies new retail space with in-fill construction on
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presently underutilized sites or new residential-over-retail buildings that are suitable
for a variety of neighborhood-oriented and specialty businesses.

• Improved traffic flows with parking moved out of the Centre Triangle to the
periphery of the business area.

• Improved pedestrian passageways, some lined with shops to link Newton Centre’s
shopping areas, parking, and public transportation.

• Improved outdoor environment, with underground utilities, wider sidewalks,
improved signage and lighting, new landscaping and street furniture, and a park/plaza
area focused around an attractive fountain in the Triangle.

• Growth that reflects the environment imperatives of our generation, following
guidelines for sustainable development.

• Excellence in place-making, manageable change, and empowered property owners. A
zoning Overlay District will give property owners design guidelines and the ability to
execute our vision of high-quality development without excessive regulatory burdens.

To make our vision a reality, we must:
• Establish a public-private partnership for Newton Centre, guided by a Newton Centre

Advisory Commission.

• Carry out professional traffic studies aimed at reducing traffic congestion and
implement their conclusions on traffic routing and control.

• Establish a Parking Authority that can finance and build convenient parking
structures to replace parking displaced from the Triangle and to meet growing needs,
without encroaching on residential neighborhoods.

• Modify zoning requirements under a zoning overlay district to encourage and guide
high quality development on private property.

• Provide incentives to create housing for a broad range of income and demographic
groups over retail stores in renovated old buildings and in new structures.

• Encourage and provide incentives for development leading to a more suitable mix of
retailers as well as cultural and educational institutions.  We hope to see locally-
oriented businesses like specialty groceries, flower shops, cheese shops, and book
stores.

• Take advantage of “smart growth” funding and related financial support for planning,
infrastructure support, and on-going expenses.

• Encourage business owners to establish a Business Improvement District (BID) to
help finance maintenance and street improvements.

• Organize a District Improvement Financing (DIF) program to use increases in tax
assessment value for financing of public improvements.

• Plan carefully to mitigate the impact of construction on business and households.

• Establish an Advisory Commission and a Parking and Traffic Advisory Board.
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II. CONSISTENCY WITH THE COMPREHENSIVE PLAN
Our plan is consistent with several goals of the City's recently adopted Comprehensive
Plan.  The Land Use, Housing and Economic Development sections of the
Comprehensive Plan all reference potential development in the City's village centers. The
Comprehensive Plan states:

"A strong case can be made for moderate growth in some [larger village
centers]… and change in the balance of uses in others.  Providing
incentives for the creation of more multifamily housing in the larger
centers deserves serious consideration.  So does the application of a more
proactive approach to planning.  It is appropriate for the City to
encourage the uses and design criteria it deems preferable while
discouraging those which are not." (Land Use Section p. 3-31)

"One story buildings are often inefficient and a waste of expensive land
so should generally be discouraged in village centers." (Land Use
Section p. 3-32)

"The City needs to look at each of the larger [village] centers and
develop a plan to enhance it.  One size does not fit all; but certain facts
are clear.  Existing parking patterns and locations are not optimal.
Parking in those locations should be shared or otherwise consolidated.
The elimination of on street parking in selected locations would also do
much to improve traffic flow." (Land Use Section p. 3-31, 3-32)

"Improve parking in village centers." (Economic Development Section p.
6-7)

“Residential development that is well located in relationship to schools,
commercial services, large employers and existing patterns of residential
type and character benefit the City in multiple ways" (Housing Section p.
5-14)

"Housing retained or developed in or near village centers supports
village businesses, and having a broad array of village services within
walking distance benefits residents.  That linkage strengthens the vitality
and quality of life for the (entire) area.”  (Housing Section p. 5-14)

"Plan the renewal of village centers, aiming to provide vibrant attractive
village centers serving the adjacent residential communities." (Economic
Development Section p. 6-7)

"Attract people into the village centers at off-hours by developing
cultural facilities focused on the local community -- small theaters, art
galleries etc. -- and maintaining local parks with improved facilities such
as public gardens, outdoor cafes, bandstands…" (Economic
Development Section p. 6-7)



Towards the Revitalization of Newton Centre                                                   Page 8 of 57

"Encourage mixed-use in the village centers by promoting housing above
retail.  Increasing density allowing mixed use developments in the
village centers would increase the population with walking distance and
as a result would likely expand the available range of goods and services
offered there.  It would also increase the stock of housing located close to
employment centers and public transportation." (Economic Development
Section p. 6-7)

"Consider the designation of overlay districts to regulate land use in
village centers." (Economic Development Section p. 6-7)

Our plan for Newton Centre advocates these ideas.  Over the past three years, the Newton
Centre Task Force has worked diligently to create a plan specific to this area.  Our plan
includes Public and Private Property Design Guidelines for the Centre as well as options
for improving the parking and traffic situation there.  We also recommend adding up to
150 new housing units in Newton Centre mostly above ground-level retail and
approximately 140,000 sq. ft. of commercial space.  Finally, we seek more diverse, but
complementary uses rather than have the Centre continue to be dominated by banks,
beauty salons, and a parking lot as it is today.  To achieve these goals we recommend
adoption of an overlay zone for Newton Centre that provides incentives for desirable
development patterns, designs and uses.

III. BENEFITS OF A REVITALIZED NEWTON CENTRE

Our plan is a winning proposition for everybody involved --- property owners, business
owners, residents, and the City itself.

Property Owners
Much of the development we envision for Newton Centre will be carried out by private
parties, who will be able to construct mixed-use buildings containing apartments and
commercial space under modified zoning regulations. Private sector development will be
justified by the economic gains to the property owners from better use of their properties.

Business Owners
New and existing businesses in the Centre will also benefit from this plan.  We
recommend constructing one or more strategically located parking garages to provide
better parking options for both employees and customers.  Also, a more attractive
streetscape, wider sidewalks, pedestrian pathways and additional public amenities will
improve the overall pedestrian experience and bring more foot traffic to the area.

Residents
Newton Centre residents should notice less cut through traffic on residential streets under
this plan.  We call for the possible installation of roundabouts at the two major
intersections in the Centre as well as other smaller traffic improvements.  It is anticipated
that these improvements will keep the traffic moving along the main streets rather than
through small neighborhood streets.  Residents will also enjoy their close proximity to a
more walkable, dynamic village center.
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City of Newton
A rough estimate indicates that the City of Newton could net an additional $1.5 million
dollars in annual tax revenue from the development we encourage in Newton Centre.  As
part of this development, we recommend approximately 140,000 sq. ft. of new
commercial space and 150 new housing units that can provide housing for people who
are underserved in our community, particularly downscaling empty nesters, starter
families and workplace housing and will help Newton reach its goals with respect to
affordable housing.

IV. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Newton Centre developed as a true village center, an integrated commercial and
residential area, in the late 19th and early 20th century. It was one of the first railroad
suburbs. People walked from one errand to another and from home to the train and back.
Newton Centre had a mix of uses: social, business, cultural, and educational. It was
essentially a transit-oriented development pattern that is now called smart growth.
Historically this type of development was built out of necessity; today, we aspire to build
it by choice.

Many of the Centre’s prominent buildings were three or four stories high, ranging from
40 to 60 feet in height, comparable to the churches and the Victorian and Queen Anne
homes in the immediate vicinity. A number of these beautifully proportioned and richly
designed buildings still exist in Newton Centre.

As older commercial buildings were demolished; replacement buildings had only one or
two floors--many originally intended as temporary fill-ins, so-called “taxpayers”
buildings.  Tax assessment was based on the number of floors.  Parking regulations
required all new developments to have “on-site” parking.  This limited the size of the
buildings since ground area necessary to meet the parking requirement occupied the
majority of the site.

Over time, the growing use of automobiles reshaped development patterns in Newton
Centre.  In the late 1950s early 1960s, the Mason School in the Centre Triangle was
demolished.  A new, modern school was built outside of the commercial district.  Rather
than replace the school at its original location with another facility that would contribute
to the Centre’s vitality, the old school site was converted into a parking lot.  This was
expected to be a temporary use meant to last only until Newton revised its zoning code to
reflect modern needs and requirements.  Instead, this "temporary" use has lasted for over
50 years!

Also in this period, several homes in other central locations including Pelham and
Pleasant streets were demolished and replaced with surface parking. Roads and turning
radii were enlarged to make the area easier to navigate by car and truck, but in turn made
it harder to navigate by foot.  Today, Centre and Beacon Streets, the main thoroughfares
in Newton Centre, carry large volumes of traffic.  Much of that traffic simply passes
through the area.  Some shoppers who do drive to the Centre do not park once to do
multiple errands, but use their cars to go from one side of the Centre to the other.  The
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result has been a village divided into three separate strip malls lacking common focus or
connection, as it remains today.

The mix of commercial and other uses has also changed drastically over the years.
Residential use in the central area of the village declined and was replaced largely by
offices.  Many stores serving local everyday needs have been replaced by banking offices
and beauty salons that draw customers from a wide area.  There are few educational,
cultural, or social venues.  As a consequence, Newton Centre has lost its identity as a
multi-dimensional center for the community.  Rather, it has become a central location,
drawing customers from far away, principally for destinations like banking, grooming,
and selective fashion shopping.  Numerous restaurants and fast-food shops round out the
offerings.  Newton Centre is no longer a village center; it has become just another
commercial crossroads dominated by shops, banks, and offices.

NEWTON CENTRE, TODAY

Intersection of Beacon and Sumner:  A view to the fire station from Lyman Street

The Parking Lot in the Centre Triangle:  A View from Lyman Street southward
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The deterrents to quality new development in Newton Centre range from questions of
economic viability, transportation and parking, to zoning regulations.

• The lack of multi-family housing in the Centre and the emphasis on auto
transportation has adversely affected the economic viability of traditional locally-
oriented stores such as groceries, flower shops, cheese shops, hardware stores, and
small bookstores.

• Major traffic arterials have attracted “destination” businesses and offices.

• Pedestrian traffic is discouraged by the distance between the shopping areas and by
heavy traffic loads on the main thoroughfares.

• Zoning provisions that a) prevent mixed use, b) require low buildings by right (or
with special permits) and c) require on-site parking have discouraged redevelopment.

• The small parcel size and multiple ownership of commercial sites have also made
mixed-use development difficult.

It may just be a matter of time, however, before a group of owners agrees to work
together or a single individual assembles multiple parcels, and proposes a significant
project with little or no public guidance. Under Chapter 40B1, a substantial housing
development could be built without public input.  One may also remember that current
zoning in the business area of Newton Centre (BU1 and BU2) is similar to the zoning that
existed on much of Boylston Street and, using the Special Permit process, led to the
development of the Atrium and the proposed Chestnut Hill Square development.  Patterns
of growth will ultimately reflect economic and social developments in the area, but they
may be influenced to reflect public preferences by thoughtful forward-looking planning
and appropriate incentives.

It is now time to correct the mistakes of the past and to plan improvements that will set
the character and quality of the Centre for the future and successfully transform Newton
Centre into a lively new village center.  Such development should not and cannot be
imposed on the community.  Growth and change will occur in any case.  We hope to set
up a framework that, with public and private cooperation, will lead to a revitalized
Newton Centre.

Let us act now to guide positive development!

V. THE POTENTIALS OF THE CENTRE TRIANGLE

The Centre Triangle lies in the middle of Newton Centre and is critical to the
revitalization of the Centre. We must make it, once again, the heart of Newton Centre: the
focus of the activities that draw pedestrians; an open space, attractive winter and summer,
and, importantly, the link that pulls together the separate business blocks to make them
into a community.

                                                          
1 M.G.L Chapter 40B:  See Appendix
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Today, the Centre Triangle is a separating element.  It serves as a parking lot for
customers and employees of the strips of shops, restaurants, and banks in the central area
of Newton Centre.  Its entrance and exit locations contribute to traffic congestion by
mixing mid-block turning movements with through traffic.  Access from parking to and
from the shops is hazardous to pedestrians who are induced to jaywalk across the
surrounding busy streets

Newton Centre Triangle—Today!

Tomorrow the Centre Triangle could be an island of excitement and interest at the heart
of the Newton Centre community. By relocating the spaces in the current parking lot to
nearby locations and by separating short-term convenience parking from long-term
employee parking, the Triangle would be transformed into a gathering place.   Graced
with an attractive building and active open space, the Centre Triangle area would become
a visually attractive and socially active space.  It would link to but not encroach on the
green park along Centre Street and provide an interior pathway among the surrounding
retail areas.

Newton Centre Triangle:  Tomorrow!

Sketch by Carol R. Johnson and Associates
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A building for community and shopping activities would replace the parking lot along
with a plaza containing a fountain/skating rink and landscaped open space.  Active use
landscaping at the eastern end would complement the tranquil garden of the western end.
A terrace would be built on the eastern side of the building overlooking the fountain.
Plantings, and plentiful outdoor seating would be provided.  Convenient pedestrian paths
would cross the Triangle, allowing people to walk easily between the Langley Road,
Centre Street, and Beacon Street blocks.

Most important to making the Triangle an effective focus for pedestrians is the building
shown on the map. It would assemble a variety of shops on the first floor to serve the
local community.  It would also contain a market hall/social center, a place for people to
congregate, and indoor and outdoor cafés depending on the season. Cultural and
educational activities (including perhaps the All Newton Music School which, in the past,
expressed interest -- see letter in the appendix), which could draw people into Newton
Centre, may be accommodated on the upper stories.

Sketch by Mongkol Tansantisuk

A new structure linking the Beacon/Union Street Shops with the Langley Street
Shops

A protected passageway, perhaps open in the summer, will make for easy connections.
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A n Indoor Passagew ay

The building should be on a scale with the beautifully detailed buildings along the Centre
greens and with future development around the Triangle.  The size of the building will
depend on what is necessary to meet the commercial and civic uses envisioned, perhaps
30,000 to 60,000 sq. ft.  Financial considerations are also a significant factor: the
building’s revenues must cover costs and maintenance as well as perhaps contribute to
the beautification of the rest of the Centre Triangle.

Sketch by Mongkol Tansantisuk
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We prefer that the center of the building be transparent (glass enclosed) while reflecting
the beautiful stone and brick structures on both sides. As is shown on the drawing, one
possibility is two structures connected by a glass roofed market hall.

A plaza with a fountain and a gathering
place would occupy the rest of the
Triangle. In the summer, this outdoor
space would provide a location for public
gatherings, meetings, and, perhaps, just
eating ice cream. In the winter, the
building would provide an interior
passageway from Langley Road to Beacon
Street and the fountain could be adapted to
a skating rink.

Recommendations for the Newton Centre Triangle
We view the redesign of the Centre Triangle, now occupied by a parking lot, as
critical to providing Newton Centre with a central focus.  We need to replace the
parking lot that currently divides the three existing retail components of Newton
Centre, with active uses that unite it.  A new building should be built in the general
location of the old Mason school east of the existing Centre Green.  Its scale should
be consistent with the existing historic buildings that flank it along the east side of
Centre Street.  The building's uses should include ground-floor retail and
restaurant space, room for cultural and educational activities on the upper stories
and a publicly accessible auditorium for performances.

The Centre Triangle building should also offer covered pedestrian passageways
from the businesses on Langley Road to those on Beacon Street.  Its glass-enclosed
center should provide a view from Centre Street eastward through the building and
into a new, active Centre Triangle park.  The park should have terraces and
landscaped open space.

VI. LAND USE RECOMMENDATION BY SUB-AREA

Our Property Use Subcommittee concluded that in the business areas of Newton Centre
land is underutilized and poorly allocated from economic as well as design perspectives.
Large parts of Newton Centre, particularly the northern part of the block between
Langley and Lyman Streets, are devoted to surface parking. The very center of the
village, the Centre Triangle, is also the site of a barren parking lot as noted above.

One- and two-story business buildings line the major streets of the Centre, their height
limited by zoning regulations on density (FAR) and building heights and the on-site
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parking requirement.  Pedestrian connections between the various sectors of business in
Newton Centre are dangerous and inconvenient because of distance, street width, and a
large volume of traffic.

There is little housing, so that Newton Centre’s business area lacks an active resident
population.  The lack of housing also reflects regulations requiring parking on site and
difficulties of creating mixed-use buildings without going through the onerous special
permit process that is too time-consuming and costly for small scale development.

Increases in housing and retail business are desirable in Newton Centre to improve
vibrancy and the village character of the community.  In the following section, we present
a strategic discussion of land-use in various areas of Newton Centre to consider
possibilities for its improvement.  The discussion will focus first on publicly-owned areas
and then on privately-owned properties.

Strategy for Newton Centre

• Create a Core:  It is important to cluster the retail, dining, and public service
facilities in Newton Centre and allow them to be mutually supportive to create a
synergy among uses.  The Centre Triangle is critical in the re-establishment of a
vibrant village center.

• Create a Pedestrian Environment:  Provide ample sidewalks, benches, and small
courtyards to enable people to combine shopping, dining, and socializing.

• Make the Existing Greens a Part of the Pedestrian Experience:  The present
Newton Centre Greens are an important resource.  They must be better linked into the
future village center.

• Design a Management Organization and Plan:  Create an organization of City
Aldermen, property owners and merchants and surrounding residents to advise and
guide development. A Newton Centre Advisory Commission would provide an
ongoing forum for guiding and evaluating Newton Centre development.

• Maintain the Village Centre.  Maintenance of streets and other public properties, a
traditionally public responsibility has often proved to be inadequate.  A cooperative
organization of Newton Centre businesses could assume responsibility for some items
of maintenance such as sidewalk snow removal, trash removal, and similar
housekeeping items paid for by a Business Improvement District (BID).

Central Area Improvements – Public Properties
The key parcels, the Centre Triangle and the Greens are City-owned.  Our
recommendations include:

• As stated previously, replace the parking in the Triangle with a Centre Triangle
building and park, attracting pedestrians to active retail and service establishments
and public uses. Improvements in the Triangle, devoted to retail, restaurants, and
public spaces can act as a central focus. Newton Centre will have an attractive central
core with a wide range of activities. This is critical to achieving a vibrant village
center.
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• Renovate Newton Centre’s major green areas along Centre Street.

o The northerly green space with the flagpole (along Centre Green Street) is in need
of landscaping improvement.  The daily maintenance of this area could be
assumed by the BID.

o The southerly green space (Levy Park), situated in the Core Area, is an active
park used for the annual harvest festival as well as for recreation. Newton Pride,
which currently provides a spectacular and diverse flower garden, would continue
to maintain their area.   The pedestrian walkways can be integrated with the
Centre Triangle building so that the entire plot bounded by Centre Street, Beacon
Street and Langley Road will function as an integrated area.

• Construct parking structures to replace the parking spaces lost by removing parking in
the Triangle.  The new parking structures would provide employee and commuter
parking and would also provide for growth as activity in Newton Centre increases.
Locate the parking structures at the edge of the business area encouraging traffic to
avoid the main Newton Centre intersections and to discourage parking on
neighborhood streets.

• Limit on-street parking in the central area of Newton Centre to short term (one hour
maximum). Convenient street parking should be short-term; to serve the various
short-term uses such as visits to banks, coffee shops, drug stores, and specialty
groceries, etc.

• Widen sidewalks to create pedestrian-friendly areas and allow for sidewalk cafes on
Langley Road, Union Street and Beacon Street.

• Organize Langley Road as a site for weekend and evening “street events”.  Closing
Langley Road between Centre Green Street and Sumner Street on weekends or
evenings would create a pedestrian space for street concerts, art displays, health
education and similar public oriented events.  Removing the curb on the northerly
side and defining the travel lane with movable bollards would facilitate this activity.

• Add or replace street trees, benches, pedestrian lighting, street lighting, directional
and store location directories, and trash receptacle. Under-grounding of utilities
would greatly improve the appearance of the Langley Street business block. Give
special attention to providing some type of enclosure to eliminate the clutter from the
numerous newspaper dispensers.  Consider special sidewalk pavement materials, such
as brick to give a special character to these pedestrian walks.

• Make all possible effort to reduce traffic congestion at the two major intersections in
Newton Centre. Professional traffic studies will be required to evaluate alternative
options.  One promising possibility is the construction of small “urban round-about”
at the Centre/Beacon and Langley/Beacon/Sumner intersections.  An alternative is a
one-way traffic scheme.  It is not the intention to add traffic capacity but to keep the
existing traffic moving at a constant but moderate speed.

• Provide clearly-marked mid-block pedestrian crosswalks to accommodate convenient
and safe pedestrian movement.
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• Provide a landscaped median between traffic lanes where possible on Centre Street to
facilitate pedestrian crossing and provide an appropriate entry to the Village Centre.

• Provide a landscaped median, street width permitting, on Beacon Street from Grant to
Langley/Sumner Streets terminating in a landscaped urban roundabout as an entrance
to Newton Centre.

Newton Centre Village Improvements – Private Properties

• Small individually-owned parcels lack sufficient scale to permit modern, pedestrian
friendly, residential and business development in Newton Centre.  Merging of
properties or cooperation between owners would improve possibilities for making
major improvements.

• In Newton Centre’s business area, there are six major separate privately-owned (with
exceptions) land areas and some publicly-owned land area. Most privately-owned
land comprises numerous parcels and some sites have multiple owners.  They are the:

Core Areas
o Langley Road Block bounded by Langley Road, Sumner Street, Lyman Street, and

Centre Green Street.

o Union Street Block bounded by Union Street, Langley Road, Beacon Street and
Herrick Road.

o Centre Street Blocks – parcels facing Centre Street between Tyler Terrace and
Beacon Street.

Transitional Areas

o South Block bounded by Union Street, Braeland Street, MBTA tracks, Cypress
Street. And Centre Street.

o East Blocks – parcels lying east of Sumner Street and Langley Road on both sides
of Beacon Street.

o Fire Station Block bounded by Lyman Street, Centre Street and Willow Street.
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It is important to recognize the different characteristics, location and size of the
individual blocks making up the Newton Centre Village.  They are very different and
demand different criteria.

• The Langley Road Block, Union Street Block and Centre Street Block form the core
of Newton Centre. These blocks have the capacity to accommodate substantial
development since they are well buffered from the residential neighborhoods.  Varied
building heights of 3 to 5 floors could be possible.

• The other parcels are transitional blocks between the commercial center and the
adjacent neighborhoods.  These parcels are suited to lower density commercial
re-development and/or housing.  Varied building height of 2 to 4 floors are
compatible in height to the adjacent residential neighborhoods.

Fire
Station
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Centre
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Objectives, Restrictions and Guidelines for Private Properties
Actions on the public properties and zoning regulations will provide the framework that
will guide and determine the vitality and character of the Newton Centre for many years.
Public improvements will be a catalyst for additional private development.  Private
properties would receive benefits from the public improvements as well as incentives for
private owners to undertake long-term property development in keeping with Newton
Centre’s village character.

This section does not attempt to suggest specific zoning or other changes but provides a
broad discussion of possibilities and uses for properties mentioned during the Task Force
deliberations.

Changes in the private properties would occur gradually, zoning permitting.  While
development or redevelopment will be subject to zoning guidelines and design criteria,
the decisions to make changes rest with the individual owners who will recognize the
advantages of strategic zoning changes and who will see the economic potential of a
more active Newton Centre

A Refreshing Terrace

CORE AREAS
Langley Road Block: The north portion of this Block is under developed with buildings
and provides parking for approximately 195 cars2 as well as service access for individual
stores.  Redesign of this parking area, along Lyman Street, would be an important
consideration in any zoning modification or redevelopment plan.

• The owners of the combined parcels could work with the City to construct a parking
garage in this area. Some of it could be on private land and some of it could be on
public property along Lyman Street. The aqueduct easement held by the MWRA

                                                          
2 This total includes the spaces for the two banks on the west side but not the parking spaces at the rear of
the Newton Community Development Foundation housing on Sumner Street nor the spaces around the
small office building at the corner of Sumner and Lyman Streets.
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represents a barrier, though not an insurmountable one, to using land immediately
north of Lyman Street.  The parking structure would provide replacement parking for
displaced existing parking as well as parking for any new uses within the Langley
Block and the planned uses in the Centre Triangle.

• Mixed-use (retail and housing) along Langley Road with varied height of three to five
stories is consistent with neighboring structures.  Along the northerly side facing
Lyman Street, moderate density residential of two to four floors would serve as a
transitional use to the existing homes and apartments along Willow Street with a
bonus density to owners who cooperate with the City to provide some parking on the
lower levels of the Lyman Street side of their properties.

• Pedestrian pathways should be provided between Lyman Street and Langley Road,
especially if a parking structure is located on the north side of Lyman Street.  These
could provide active uses, retail or restaurants, along at least a portion of this
pedestrian way.  Pedestrian pathways could vary in width and should have at least
one landscaped plaza or “mini-park”.  Small-scale retailing may fit well along some
of the pedestrian pathways.

• A parking garage along Lyman Street could also provide parking for a mixed-use
development. The private developers may satisfy needs for parking by making a
financial contribution to the construction of a parking structure.

Union Street Block: The Union Street Block illustrates the potentials of the rejuvenation
of Newton Centre.  The frontage across from the T-Station contributes to the character of
the village community, including a number of attractive small specialty shops.

• This block contains limited parking and service areas.  The parking (about 25 cars) is
around two new one floor structures, Peet’s Coffee and Sovereign Bank.  These two
buildings demonstrate the problems with the small parcel size and current
development restrictions in the Centre: small buildings with limited parking, laid out
in an inefficient manner with multiple street entrances and exits creating congestion
on the street and disruption to pedestrian traffic. Mixed use (retail, office and
housing) with varied height of three to four floors would be appropriate for any
replacement structures.

• Development potential exists on either side of the H. H. Richardson style train station.

• As redevelopment occurs, maintaining the existing pedestrian pathway from Union
Street to Beacon Street is important. The portion now passing between the open areas
provided by the surface parking might be increased in width. A “mini-park” or small
plaza can be provided.  Active business uses would face a redeveloped walkway.

• There is a de facto second pedestrian way behind the Bank of America building at the
corner of Union Street and Beacon Street.  Upgrading the passageway and making it
permanent would improve pedestrian circulation.

Centre Street Blocks: The City owns property in the rear of the commercial area of
these blocks, the Pelham Street and Pleasant Street parking lots.  Multiple parcels and
depth of parcels presently limit the development opportunities in this location.  There are
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four sub areas:  1) North of Pleasant Street, 2) between Pleasant Street and Pelham Street,
3) between Pelham Street and the access alley, and 4) parcels facing Beacon Street.

• Mixed use is appropriate for this area which abuts residential use. Construction
should be limited to three stories.  Any parking structure behind the existing buildings
must minimize traffic and visual impact on the adjacent neighborhood.

TRANSITIONAL AREAS
South Block: This area consists of City-owned parcels, the Cypress Street Parking Lot,
the old Newton Centre Library structure (now used by the Health Department) and a
narrow green strip along Centre Street.  Privately-owned are an apartment house and
related  private parking, a commercial structure between the two City-owned parcels, and
the historic Women’s Club building, now used for retail and offices (and surrounded by
one lane of parking)..

• The City property (existing Cypress Lot) is a one of the suggested locations for a
parking garage serving the southern portion of Newton Centre.

• It may be possible to combine portions of the Cypress parking lot, a privately- owned
parcel, and the old Newton Centre Library parcel, as a housing site forming a
transition between the Newton Centre Core and the residential neighborhoods.

• An extension of a parking structure onto air rights over the MBTA tracks may also be
possible and would also serve needs for commuter parking.

East Blocks: The parcels north of Beacon Street are immediately adjacent to a residential
neighborhood, so redevelopment would be limited to three story structures.  Parking is an
issue. It may be possible to use the land to the rear of the buildings facing Beacon in a
more effective manner.

• North of Beacon Street, the existing building, used for auto repair, behind the shops
and related parking is not a compatible use.  The property could provide a small short
term parking area to serve neighboring shops.

• The parcels south of Beacon Street are buffered from the residential area by the
MBTA tracks and topography so that four-story structures would be appropriate.
Existing housing to the east, however, would call for a buffer of residential or open
space.

• Parking is limited and curtails any development unless a public/private approach
occurs to construct a parking garage south of Beacon Street serving the easterly
portion of Newton Centre.  This would also provide a parking destination on the east
for traffic approaching from that direction.

• South of Beacon Street there are other uses, a gas station and auto service business,
which may not be compatible with a pedestrian dominant village center.  A parking
lot or structure on this property could provide the necessary parking.
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Housing and non-retail uses are more appropriate in this area.  Multiple parcel ownership
may be a deterrent to a comprehensive development of this property.

• The City owns the hillside triangle green (Langley Road and Beacon Street) but the
size of the property and its slope stand in the way of alternative use.

Fire Station Block:  This block is suited for residential use. It could serve as a transition
between the higher density Langley Road Block and the single-family neighborhood to
the north and east.

• The current uses on the property consist of the Fire Station, Fire Department
Headquarters and Communication Center, and a salon/spa.  It may be possible to
incorporate a new Fire Station and/or Headquarters/ and Communications Center in a
housing complex, but in any case, the function that these facilities provide must be
maintained.

• The MWRA easement and underground aqueduct poses a challenge.  The use of this
property will require agreements with the MWRA or legislative changes.

VII. PARKING

A goal of the Newton Centre Task Force is to improve current parking and traffic
conditions and to make sure future development maintains a desirable quality of life for
residents and supports the vitality as well as the history of the village center.  In addition,
our plan for the Newton Centre Triangle (outlined in a previous section) necessitates
relocating the parking currently in the Triangle parking lot to other locations in the
Centre.

Parking survey data collected by the Parking and Traffic Subcommittee suggest, contrary
to intuition, that currently there is usually sufficient parking. But perceptions are
different.  And while there may be enough physical spaces, the location and management
of these spaces causes or exacerbates some tangential problems:
• Driving around to find the "perfect" parking spot in front of your destination

contributes to traffic congestion;
• The mix of spaces -- long-and short-term -- is inadequate.  As a result long-term users

often "feed the meter" in short-term spaces;
• Current parking regulations, that require owners to provide on-site parking, are

inconsistent with optimizing land use and pedestrian connections.

Our Groups identified the following objectives to assure that future changes to parking
and circulation support these values:

• Eliminate surface parking on the Centre Triangle
• Minimize negative parking and traffic impacts on residents
• Create a more pedestrian-friendly environment
• Make it easier for convenience shoppers to find parking spaces by maximizing short-

term parking  on the street
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• Satisfy needs for employees, shoppers and diners for long-term parking by building
parking structures on the periphery, close to each of the principal business areas in the
Centre and to public transportation.

• Pursue shared parking where possible
• Eliminate the requirement to provide parking on-site
• Facilitate other modes of transportation besides private cars
• Improve parking operations and maintenance with a new parking management system

or a Parking Authority.

Alternative Locations for Parking in Newton Centre

The Subcommittee on Parking and Traffic made extensive studies of the needs for and
possibilities for providing additional parking in Newton Centre.

Replacement of the Centre Triangle Surface Parking Lot and Future Parking
Demand

Elimination of the Centre Triangle parking lot calls for replacement of 155 short-term
parking spaces.  Additional spaces can be created by consolidating parking lots on the
south side of Lyman Street with the cooperation of property owners.  Some of this
parking can be replaced on the street, for example, by using diagonal parking, and
providing additional parking on Lyman Street but this is likely to be insufficient.
Moreover, to meet growing parking needs, it will be necessary to build at least one
parking structure.

If “active” business and cultural space is added by locating a building on the Centre
Triangle and if, as we anticipate, additional private construction occurs elsewhere,
parking demand is likely to increase.  The uses and scale of additions will determine
future parking needs. These needs will build up gradually as renovation occurs and as
activity increases in Newton Centre. Shared parking, between commercial and residential
or with neighboring churches, could reduce these requirements.

Street parking options
While the open area of the Centre Triangle is converted into a public gathering space,
replacement parking could be located in several places:
• Lyman Street.  This street has a low volume and can tolerate delays that may occur

with the addition of 35-40 new parking spaces.   Because spaces are accessible from
the rear of stores and on the perimeter of the center, they should be designated as
long-term spaces to improve employee options. If it is not possible to widen Lyman
Street to accommodate diagonal parking, consideration could be given to making it a
one-way street to accomplish diagonal parking.

• Centre Green Street. This low-volume street can accommodate several diagonal
spaces on the west side of the street where there are no curb cuts.
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• Centre Street between Gibbs Street and Tyler Terrace.  Approximately 8-12 parallel
parking spaces can be added.  Since they would not be in front of any shops and are
peripheral to the center, they could be useful for long-term employee parking.

• Private lots, especially those used by churches and some offices.  During
construction, these lots could be used temporarily in lieu of spaces displaced in the
Centre Triangle lot.  A waiver of parking requirements to allow use of church and/or
office parking spaces at times when they are not otherwise in use is a possibility.  To
permanently use these spaces for replacement parking, a change in current zoning is
required.

• Langley Road.  Diagonal spaces on the north side and elimination of parallel spaces
on the south side would not increase the number of spaces, but would place them
nearest the stores for easiest access during and after construction. This would be safer
for pedestrians because now they often jaywalk if their cars are parked across the
street.  Since cars backing out of traditional diagonals have limited visibility, for
safety reasons, back-in diagonals are sometimes recommended. Back-in diagonal
spaces allow drivers to see the street when they exit and also allow for rear loading
from the sidewalk.

• The private surface parking lots behind buildings with frontage on Langley Road (and
access from Lyman Street).   Re-grading and repaving of these sites could result in as
many as 50 new parking spaces.  Public use of the new spaces would need to be
secured and businesses could continue to have use of the spaces for their staff and
patrons.  Short-term spaces are recommended closest to the shops and long-term
spaces designated to the rear of the lots.

Parking garage options
In the longer-term, one or more parking structures will be needed to serve new retail,
residential, and cultural uses in Newton Centre, and to accommodate long-term parking.
We looked at several locations for these parking structures.  In addition to the ones
described below, the redevelopment of the Centre Triangle Plaza could also include
short-term parking below ground to serve the businesses and educational institutions in
the proposed Centre Triangle building.  While we do not actively support or oppose this
underground parking, we believe that there are more cost-effective locations for a
structure elsewhere in the commercial area.

A possible Lyman Street parking structure
An appropriate location for a parking structure on the north side of the Centre is along
Lyman Street either adjacent to or within the Langley Road and Fire Station blocks. It
could be located either on publicly or privately owned property or some combination of
the two. This location provides direct access to existing as well as future uses on the
Langley block and could connect to the rest of the commercial district through pedestrian
pathways between the Langley Road buildings.

Options to build a structure on public land are limited by placement of the underground
aqueduct running parallel to Lyman Street on MWRA property.  It will be necessary to
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reach agreement with the MWRA for its elimination or its replacement with a smaller
steel pipe.3  The City’s political leadership has not had discussion with the MWRA
Board.  Alternatively, it may be possible to get home rule legislation to deal with this
issue.

A parking structure could hold as many as 300 cars on two levels (500 cars on three
levels in the future) on the steeply sloping site. It would require demolition of a small
storage structure behind the fire station.  Its capacity would both replace parking lost in
the Centre Triangle and meet the future needs of growing business and cultural activity
on the north side of Newton Centre.

                                                          
3 Discussions with the MWRA staff indicate that the pipe is not presently used but remains an alternate in
case of need.  The MWRA staff stated that they do not have plans to abandon the site in the foreseeable
future.



Towards the Revitalization of Newton Centre                                                 Page 27 of 57

Lyman Street Garage

Lyman Street Parking Structure (facing west) covers the street and slope

We also looked at other possibilities for the Lyman Street site.
• Redevelop and reconfigure the Fire Station block to accommodate a new, modern

Fire Station, multi-family housing and a public parking structure.  The multi-family
housing could be a good transition from the commercial area to the residential
neighborhood.

• Collaborate with property owners on the Langley Road block to extend the parking
structure onto privately-owned properties. The Langley Road block building owners
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and tenants would benefit directly from the parking and would also retain the rights
for substantial development under existing or new zoning. In exchange for the right to
build a parking structure, the City could adjust zoning requirements and allow
additional development along Langley Road. Furthermore, it would appear that
housing could be accommodated along Lyman Street to buffer the garage.  Shared
parking, therefore, is a distinct possibility.

Cypress Street Lot for Longer-Term Parking
The Cypress Street lot is well located to serve people doing business in the south of
Newton Centre and those who use the T station.  It currently serves both commuters and
employees. Additional levels of parking on this site would have minimal impact on
residents.  Braeland Avenue separates the MBTA tracks from existing residences and
there is only one house nearby that faces Braeland Avenue adjacent to the site.  In July
2007, MBTA representatives expressed a willingness to work with the City on a plan to
build a parking structure on the Cypress Street lot that would extend onto MBTA
property and possibly over the T tracks.

A possible design, shown below, retains the surface lot for short-term parking for
customers in the area.  The structure extends over the tracks and will provide a sound
buffer to adjacent businesses and residents.  Design of the structure will need to be
sensitive to them as well and should include landscaping along Braeland Avenue to
complement the streetscape and screen the building.  The use of private properties is not
needed to construct such a building and access to an adjacent private lot can be retained.
The existing pedestrian path to the MBTA station would remain in its current location.
This structure could accommodate 200 spaces on two levels.

Cypress Street/Herrick Road Parking Structure

T Station

Cypress Street

Parking
Structure
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Some Examples of Well-designed Parking Structures

Pelham/Pleasant Street Parking:
A two-level structure spanning the public lots on the north and south side of Pelham
Street could provide approximately 400 spaces which is an increase of 250 spaces over
the existing surface parking.  Special care must be taken to make sure that changes to use
or configuration of these properties are sensitive to neighborhood interests.  The westerly
portion of Pelham Street could be a cul-de-sac or remain open as it currently is.
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Possible Parking Ramp on City Owned Property Currently Used for Surface Parking

Alternatively, a parking structure could be built south of Pelham Street and the current
surface parking north of Pelham Street could be used for housing.  A structure of less
than 30 feet in height south of Pelham Street could provide 200 to 250 spaces in 3-4
levels; placing one level underground would further decrease its scale. There is ample
space to include a small landscape buffer adjacent to residential property.  The westerly
residential portion of the street could be returned to a two-way street with a cul-de-sac
abutting the parking structure and guest parking for residences also could be provided at
the turnaround or in a portion of the parking structure.  Pedestrian access would be
provided for residents.  If parking is consolidated on the Pelham Street site, then the
Pleasant Street lot could be converted to two-story housing units as a transition to the
commercial area on Centre Street.

Pelham St.

Pleasant St.

Parking Ramp
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Possible Pelham Street Parking Structure and Housing

Centre Green Street Parking
Centre Green Street and the adjacent open space has been considered as a possible place
for providing underground parking. It is close to the shops, and would be convenient for
both shoppers and employees. Disruption to the grounds would occur during construction
under the green but would be restored to its original condition afterwards. Despite the
fact that this land has been altered in the past, state and local laws protect this City Park
with historic significance.  Therefore, State and local approval would be required to
pursue this option. A key question is whether the laws that apply to activities on the
ground also preclude improvements beneath it, even if the land is restored to its original
condition after construction. Another problem with this site is its size.  It is probably not
large enough to make an underground parking facility economically feasible.

Centre Triangle Underground Parking
Parking under the Centre Triangle is an option that has been discussed at length. There
are considerable advantages to the site because of its proximity to shops and the proposed
new public space above it.  Because of its central location an underground garage would
probably be used for short-term parking, although an underground site of several levels is
not ideally suited for this purpose.  It would continue to draw drivers looking for parking
into the central area of Newton Centre. It is not certain, in view of unknown geologic
conditions, how costly such a project would be. Approximately 90-95 spaces can be
provided per floor on two floors, but due to space limitations access from the street would
be difficult. Nevertheless, if the users of the Centre Triangle building want to build and
pay for parking in the basement, that possibility could be considered.

Housing

Centre
Street

Parking
Structure

Pelham Street (entrance and exit)
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Other locations
Additional parking is recommended in strategically-placed public facilities where the
spaces can be shared.  Parking structures that serve many uses reduce the overall need for
individual businesses to provide parking and use available land more efficiency. City-
owned lots and other public properties are especially appealing sites because they do not
require acquisition costs and generally are already well situated for local parking needs.
At the present time, there is demand for parking throughout the center, so distributing it
evenly and/or providing structures where demand dictates is desirable. As properties
become available, particularly in the eastern part of Newton Centre, the city should
consider purchase of land for possible future parking.

              Potential Parking Garage Locations

Recommendations on Parking:

We believe that additional street parking can be created, some of it by relying on
diagonal parking.  However, it is unlikely that sufficient street parking adjacent to
the business district can be obtained to replace all of the parking displaced from the
Triangle, and to provide for growing needs as business and cultural activities in the
Centre expand.  We also want to reduce commercial/commuter parking in present
residential areas. The objective is to concentrate short-term parking in the central
areas and to provide adequate long-term parking in the periphery of the Newton
Centre business area.

• Street parking spaces should be time limited to accommodate short-term
parkers.  Strict enforcement and substantial fines will assure turnover of these
short-term spaces so that the ample parking will be available at all times.

Cypress Street
Parking Structure

Lyman Street
Parking Structure

Pelham/Pleasant Streets
Parking

Centre Triangle—surface parking
removed, possible underground
parking for occupants of the
building.

Pedestrian passages
from parking to
businesses
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• Parking structures suitable for long-term parking will be required.  Suitable
locations for parking garages located on the periphery of the Centre are
identified.  All have advantages and disadvantages and all will require
negotiations with public agencies and/or private property owners.  Subsurface
foundation and utility conditions will have to be evaluated.

• A location for parking on the eastern side of the Centre has not been identified.
It is important for the City to monitor property uses and potential property sales
in this area to acquire land if it should become available for a future parking
site.  It may also be possible to work with existing owners to develop a parking
structure as part of the redevelopment of the owners’ property.

Our Groups suggest the construction of two parking structures on the periphery of
the Centre.  Such structures could be managed professionally and supervised by a
newly created Parking and Traffic Advisory Group.

A number of alternative sites for a parking structure have been considered.  In the
short run, the most feasible sites are on Lyman Street, Pelham Street and on
Cypress Street next to or partially over the MBTA tracks.

Present Newton regulations, which require on-site parking, limit what can be built
in Newton Centre.  These regulations need to be changed to permit arrangements
for off-site parking.  Shared use of parking spaces between groups with different
time schedules also needs to be encouraged.

VIII. TRAFFIC

Newton Centre is located at the crossroads of two major roads and an MBTA Station.
The roads have historically served to bring citizens to Newton Centre and as direct routes
to surrounding communities.  There is no alternative to this historic role but mitigating its
negative impacts is possible. The confluence of through and local traffic contributes to
major backups at intersections and makes it difficult and hazardous for pedestrians to
walk from one business block to another.  Congestion and wait-time at intersections in
Newton Centre encourage drivers to bypass these intersections whenever possible,
creating “cut-through” traffic in the surrounding residential neighborhoods.

While it may not be possible to reduce the volume of through-traffic, rerouting of traffic,
rationalized parking, improved signaling, selective lane additions, pedestrian crossings,
signage, and the creation of roundabouts may make the volume of traffic less burdensome
and may improve the safety and comfort of pedestrian circulation.
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Newton Center Today: Traffic blockage on Beacon Street

We support a comprehensive study of the efficacy of using roundabouts at the two major
Beacon Street intersections in Newton Centre to calm traffic but keep it moving.  In
addition, if roundabouts are not feasible or possibly in addition to these measures, Group
Two and Three examined other traffic options.

Possible Round About in Newton Centre

Other possible changes to calm traffic
Numerous other possibilities to smooth the flow of traffic can be implemented.  Many of
these possibilities are listed here:
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• Changing direction of some one-way streets, for example, Langley Road between
Sumner and Centre and Sumner Street between Lyman Street and Beacon Street.
Review of traffic circulation revealed that fire engines heading south from the station
on Willow Street typically circle the block and go down Langley Road.  If Lyman
were to become a one-way street to accommodate more parking, the streets could
allow circulation in a single direction and good access to all points along the way.

• Bulb-outs and an elevated crosswalk on Beacon Street next to the driveway at the
Post Office; bulb-outs or a mini roundabout at Gibbs Street

• Landscaped boulevard for pedestrians to stop in mid street and to visually narrow the
lanes of travel on Centre Street between Beacon Street and Sumner Street

• Change paving material on crosswalks at roundabouts on Beacon Street at Langley
and Centre Street

• Raised mid-block crosswalk and planters or decorative fencing along the Centre
Triangle to direct foot traffic across Langley Road

• Elimination of the merger of Centre and Cypress Streets by 1) separating the two
streets with a landscaped median from the point of merger to the proposed
roundabout at Beacon/Centre Streets; 2) installing a traffic signal where Cypress and
Centre streets converge; or 3) installing a mini-roundabout

• Live parking only on Union Street in front of the MBTA stop from 4:30 – 6:30 pm to
reduce double parking and encourage drop off at the “T”. Live parking on Braeland
Avenue adjacent to the MBTA from 4:30 – 6:30 to reduce   demands for drop-off and
pick-up on Union Street

• Long-term meters on Braeland Avenue to encourage merchant use of spaces and free
spaces on Union Street so customers don’t need to circulate as much to find parking.

• Additional traffic signals and/or improved signal timing.

          Curb bulb-out for traffic calming
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Recommendations on Traffic:  Our Groups suggest:
• Additional professional traffic studies to analyze how traffic flow can be

smoothed, how pedestrian crossings can be made easier and how traffic can be
kept out of the adjacent residential areas.

• Further consideration of the construction of roundabouts at the intersection of
Beacon and Centre Streets, and at the intersection of Beacon Street, Sumner
Street, and Langley Road.

• The removal of surface parking from the Centre Triangle to reduce traffic
congestion and smooth traffic flow in the central area of the village.

• Additional one-way streets, mid block pedestrian crosswalks, landscaped
medians in Centre and Beacon Streets, and traffic-smoothing devices.

IX. PEDESTRIAN PASSAGEWAYS

In addition to improved traffic, pedestrian passageways are needed to improve Newton
Center’s “connectivity”.

There are two large blocks in the Centre--the block bounded by Langley Road, Sumner,
Lyman and Centre Streets and the block bounded by Beacon, Herrick, Union Streets and
Langley Road.  Public paths through these blocks are needed to enable pedestrians to go
conveniently from place to place, and, in particular, to walk from the T station to the
Langley/Lyman block, and walk from the future Lyman parking facility to the shops
surrounding the Triangle.

These pathways would also provide additional frontage for residences over shops and
restaurants, along passages and around courtyards adding to the retail inventory and
variety that will improve Newton Centre as an attractive place to shop and dine.  These
locations will also begin to replace retail store square footage lost to other uses and will
increase the supply of available space suitable for small businesses.  The pictures below
show some possibilities for the pedestrian paths and plazas.
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Possible Pedestrian Passageways

Recommendations on Pedestrian Passageways and Plazas
Our Groups recommends that efforts be made to provide pedestrian paths and
plazas as part of the infill construction in the central blocks of Newton Center. This
will call for incentives for private developers under the proposed overlay zoning
district. A bonus plan allowing additional construction for the creation of open
space suitable for pedestrian use should be considered. Changes in parking
requirements allowing offsite parking should also be considered.

X. HOUSING

Objectives:
Newton Centre’s location, history, and potential make it appropriate for "smart growth"
residential development.  Newton Centre is a close-in suburb near the heart of Boston
with convenient access to the "T", numerous bus routes, and north-south and east-west
highways.  It has the potential to once again become an integrated residential/commercial
village center.  To take advantage of these opportunities will mean adding multi-story
buildings with residences over retail, as well as low-rise multifamily housing in transition
areas.  Creating more housing can fill several demographic, environmental, and vitality
needs to enhance the entire neighborhood.  Other recent studies also speak about
increasing diversity, walkability, and cohesiveness.  Newton's Comprehensive Plan,
approved by the Board of Aldermen in November 2007, suggests that the city reverse the
zoning rules that presently impose restrictions on residential uses in the centers and other
business areas, at the same time assuring that concerns with regard to traffic, parking, and
affordability are carefully addressed.

Plaza

Pedestrian
 Walkways
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In earlier days, Newton Centre had considerable housing above ground-level retail stores.
Over the years, housing has been converted to office space or torn down. Today, Newton
Centre lacks housing options.  The growing population of older “empty nesters” and
younger apartment seekers has increasingly been forced to look for housing in other parts
of Newton or elsewhere. Developers have been creating condos and rental apartments on
Route 9, Needham Street, and elsewhere, but there's a missing element, namely housing
for those who desire to live right in the heart of the community with its conveniences and
vitality. When people live near the various services they want (food, entertainment,
banks, clothes, cleaners, for example), they are less dependent on cars, their
environmental impact is less. They become more socially integrated as individuals. There
are more people onto the sidewalks; they provide customers for the businesses and "eyes
on" safety to the area.

Newton Centre with shops and public transportation will make a good residential center.
Adding residents would enliven the Centre, improve business and encourage greater use
of its highly accessible public transportation.  New housing will help to meet goals of
diversity, affordability and reduced reliance on fossil fuels.  Moderately greater
residential density will help to meet Newton’s goals for affordable housing with minimal
impact on village scale.

Newton Centre is particularly suitable for condominium and apartment housing, as it is
one of the few places in the City where one can live without owning a car.  In this
connection, the City should seriously plan establishing Newton Centre as a “Smart
Growth” zoning district so that the City, like 30 other Massachusetts cities and towns, can
receive state incentive payments for a mixed income residential development.

What Is Preventing Change?
Newton’s city zoning regulations date from the 1920’s and 1940’s and supported what
the public wanted at that time.  Then, having a modern single home with a yard was
preferred. Older multi-family buildings (such as those in Newton Centre) reminded
people of depression and war struggles.  Energy was cheap and shopping by car to one-
story shopping centers with lots of parking places were the preferred land-use model,
Today, with two-worker households, increased traffic, and environmental awareness, we
have changed our image of the future -- less urban sprawl and wasteful consumption.
Building height restrictions in Newton were and still are 24 feet, with the thought of
ground-floor shops and second storey dentists and other offices.  Parking is required “on-
site" even if building sites are too small to accommodate parking.

While housing is allowed under current zoning regulations, height and parking
restrictions mean that owners have little incentive to upgrade their properties or to build
moderate scale residential buildings in Newton Centre core business area. Securing
special permits is costly.  Yet, today’s urban planning suggests the need for a moderately
higher scale, integrating multi-family housing with locally-oriented business.  This would
also serve to meet growing housing needs of populations that are now badly served—
young people, seniors—and would help to meet affordable housing target.
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Housing Potentials in Newton Centre
A number of areas in the Centre are well-suited for the construction of housing. While it
would be unrealistic to replace offices with housing, residential space can be created in
low rise ground level sites, above commercial business, and above parking facilities. The
scale of these buildings should be moderate, varying from up to 60 feet in the central
areas and somewhat lower scale adjacent to existing residential blocks.

Potential sites shown on the map below are:

• Above ground floor business in newly constructed structures on the Langley of Street
block

• Over business along Center and Beacon Streets

• In association with parking structures on Cypress Street or along Lyman Street and
the Fire Station block.

• Along the MBTA (or over the tracks) on Union Street (a row of town houses)

• In the present location of parking between Pleasant and Pelham Streets.

         Potential Location for Housing

Housing near
parking structures

  Housing over retail

Housing along MBTA
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               Housing over Retail

Housing on an Interior Plaza
Additional housing in Newton Centre’s business area would be advantageous from an
economic and fiscal perspective.  It would provide opportunities for improving the
utilization of space in the business area.  It would add local business activity.  Since the
likely occupants of apartments or condos are young adults or empty nesters, both without
school age children, the housing will bring in more tax revenue than fiscal expenditures.

Newton’s Comprehensive Plan, approved by the Board of Aldermen in November, 2007,
suggests that the City refine the zoning rules that presently impose restrictions on
residential uses and village centers and other business areas, at the same time assuring
that concerns with regard to traffic, parking, and affordability are carefully addressed.

In May, 2008, The Metropolitan Area Planning Council (of which the City of Newton is
a voting member) adopted a long-term regional growth plan for eastern Massachusetts
which forecasts 350,000 new households by 2030.  This plan, known as MetroFuture
envisioned sustainable growth, where these new households are targeted towards infill
village center locations with easy access to public transit.  From both a physical and
environmental perspective this approach is far preferable to uncontrolled sprawl, which
results in loss of green space, increased infrastructure costs, longer commutes and water
runoff problems.  Additional housing in Newton Centre is in full alignment with this
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regional plan which is also strongly supported by state initiatives such as the 40R and
40S Smart Growth housing programs.

Recommendations on Housing

Our Groups suggest adherence to the Comprehensive Plan’s long-term goal of up to
150 additional housing units created by the private sector and satisfying
demographic needs of young and older residents. Studies of site use in Newton
Centre suggest that there is room for additional housing without creating excessive
density. The plan should encourage new construction for residential above ground
floor commercial or parking facilities.  We urge clarifying the permit process and
providing more flexible ways for property owners to meet building height and
tenant parking requirements.

As the Newton Comprehensive Plan states:

“Residential development that is well located in relationship to schools, commercial
services, large employers and existing patterns of residential type and character
benefit the City in multiple ways…Housing retained or developed in or near village
centers supports village businesses, and having a broad array of village services
within walking distance benefits residents.  That linkage strengthens the vitality and
quality of life for the (entire) area.”

XI. DESIGN GUIDELINES

Our Groups suggest Design Guidelines for the Public as well as the Private Realm.  This
document outlines improvements to public property -- such as streets, sidewalks, and
parks -- that should be initiated by public agencies to enhance the pedestrian experience
in Newton Centre.   However, we also strongly believe that these public improvements
will spur improvements to private property as well.  Since the individual property owners
(or a group of owners working together) must do the work on their own property, it is
equally important to outline Design Guidelines for the Private Realm.

In Newton Centre today, there is not one central architectural theme.  Building heights,
construction materials, façade treatments and private signage vary greatly.  This eclectic
character can provide for a visually pleasing and interesting streetscape.  Design
Guidelines need not discourage this variety, but can foster it.  Identical buildings and
façades would make the Centre look drab and boring -- similar to a generic strip mall
rather than the diverse commercial center it should be.  Instead, Design Guidelines can
and should give private property owners ample leeway to creatively design buildings and
façades that contribute to the overall vibrancy and attractiveness of the Newton Centre
streetscape.

Sidewalk widths, light fixtures, site elements, and landscape treatments also vary greatly
throughout the Centre. In many locations, on-street facilities are poor and maintenance
has been inadequate.  While we propose the need for attractive design guidelines, we do
not suggest adherence to a particular style.  However, we visualize requiring the use of
high quality materials and conformance to the latest design standards.  The streetscape
should be attractive, suited to safe and convenient pedestrian passage, with wider
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sidewalks, underground utilities, and improved lighting.  Design standards should
conform to the latest proposals for efficient energy use.

Potential Design Guidelines
The Subcommittee on Design Guidelines considered a broad range of possibilities with
regard to design guidelines for Newton Centre.  These are intended to assure that public
and private improvements conform to the most advanced, highest quality standards.

General guidelines to be followed throughout Newton Centre are vital to contribute to the
creation of an interesting and pedestrian-friendly streetscape in Newton Centre.  For
example, a uniform setback from the street encourages pedestrians to easily walk along
the sidewalks peering into shop windows and to stop when something catches their eye. 
Courtyards filled with plantings, furniture and adequate lighting, tucked behind or
between buildings provide a pleasant respite for visitors to the Centre.  These areas would
pleasantly compliment the public parks and open spaces in the Triangle and along Centre
Street. 
The purpose of these guidelines (a possible draft for Newton Centre is included in the
appendix) is to encourage building designs that are compatible with each other and their
surrounding environment.  Among the issues that should be addressed in the Guidelines
are the site plan or where the building is located on the lot, minimum and maximum
building heights, façade treatments, and signage.

Suitable Outdoor Spaces

The Design Guidelines focus on:

Streets and Sidewalks: Well-designed streets and sidewalks are vital to the success of
Newton Centre. While it is important to preserve ease of vehicular movement,
particularly along Beacon and Centre Streets, Newton Centre is also a destination point
and the heart of a residential community. It should be a place where people feel they can
easily walk between businesses, parks and shops.  Street and sidewalk design should
support the objective of making a pedestrian-oriented environment. Roads, particularly
the wide Centre and Beacon Streets, should be safe and easy to cross.
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Buildings: The streetscape is defined by the buildings that frame it.  The types of
building materials used and the way they are detailed will enhance the appearance of the
architecture and the pedestrian experience.  Facade treatments, dormered windows and/or
recessed upper stories often make a large building appear less massive at the street level. 
Buildings should be compatible throughout the Centre, but need not be of the same
design, the same height, nor constructed with identical materials.  

A new building on the Triangle should be designed to be an icon for the new Newton
Centre and a source of pride and excitement for Newton Centre’s residents.   As such, the
building must be carefully designed with a high level of quality materials, proportion, and
timelessness.  A predominance of glass would express an airy, transparent, contemporary,
and inviting image, while anchors of masonry would recognize its solidly-crafted
neighbors and pay deserved homage to the former Mason School. A design competition
may be an appropriate first step for development of the Centre Triangle.

Pedestrian Walkways and Alleys: Pedestrian walkways and alleys provide smaller scale
routes for pedestrians to navigate the Centre. They should be well lit, safe, and pleasant.

Lighting and signage: In addition to providing security, decorative light fixtures and
signage help to establish the character of Newton Centre.
Street Trees: Street trees enrich the appearance and health of an urban environment.
Trees shade the streets, sidewalks and buildings, mediate the scale between taller
buildings and pedestrians, reduce noise and pollution, and provide shelter for pedestrians.

Design Features
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Recommendation on Design

Our Groups seeks the highest design qualities on private and public properties
redeveloped in Newton Centre.  All aspects of design must be considered.  The
design guidelines must be integrated with the zoning overlay district.  A design
competition may be appropriate to ensure that the centre triangle will fulfill its
possibilities.

XII. ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY

Numerous groups in Newton support improvement in environmental sustainability,
efforts to manage development and new construction in ways that will reduce our impact
on the environment. The Subcommittee on Environmental Sustainability has proposed a
detailed plan of incentives to persuade developers to increase the use of environmentally
friendly development. (See the report in the Appendix).  While it is not the direct purpose
of the proposals to renovate Newton Centre to improve the global environment, there is
broad agreement that growth in Newton Centre should be consistent with modern
environmental guidelines.

Our Groups support the existing national code named Leadership in Energy and
Environmental Design (LEED). Although LEED was created in pursuit of a noble goal
that we share, it is extremely complicated and provides no incentives beyond formal
recognition of expensive efforts.  Rather than awarding potential developers abstract
LEED certifications, we wanted to entice them with the prospect of building larger
structures and thus making greater profits in exchange for building energy efficient
structures.

Also, we kept in mind that small and medium size construction companies and home
owners cannot afford LEED certifications even if they wanted to build energy efficient
structures. In order to allow them to do that, we wish to extend these guidelines to all new
construction within Newton Centre Revitalization project and, consequently, use them as
a prototype for the entire city of Newton.

Existing Conditions:
From the environmental point of view Newton Centre presents the following
challenges:

• Most of the existing structures are energy inefficient and create air pollution;

• The existing parking lots don't have enough greenery and create large heat islands;

• Most of the flat roofs have obsolete materials and don't reflect enough solar energy
back into atmosphere thus contributing to the heat island effect;

• The area has too much of impervious surface that creates large amount of run-off water
which taxes the city's storm sewage system and does not recharge the water table.

Goals:
In order to fulfill our task of creating a vibrant urban habitat in the village of Newton
Centre we must amend the current zoning to allow greater density within the designated
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boundaries.  In order to achieve this goal we will present the Board of Aldermen with a
viable solution to the current environmental, economic, social and aesthetic problems of
the area. The following proposal concentrates on the environmental issues of that task.

Means:
Encourage sustainable development and sound environmentally practice in Newton
Zoning Ordinance.  This action will support of the principles of sustainable architecture
advocated by the State of Massachusetts, the Green Decade Coalition of Newton, the
Newton Conservators and the community of Newton at large.  We propose the following:
• Saving and creating open space while accommodating a greater density of new development;
• Reducing energy consumption of each structure;
• Reducing life cycle cost of each structure;
• Incorporating the best practices of new building technology;
• Creating FAR (Floor Area Ratio) incentives for applicants who fulfill the following criteria.
Criteria:
All new construction in Newton Centre shall incorporate, wherever possible, the following
basic design principles:
• Orienting a structure's envelope in accordance with the sun and prevailing wind.
• Maximizing a structure's volume to surface ratio.
• Maximizing on-site greenery and open space.
• Active use of solar and wind energy.
• Passive use of solar and wind energy.
• Active use of geo-thermal energy.
• Use of energy efficient heating and lighting.
• Collection of rain water for reuse;
• Use of water saving appliances.

Recommendation on Environmental Sustainability:

We support sustainable environment goals and recommend that measures
advancing such objectives be included in the Newton Centre redevelopment effort.

XIII. ZONING AND OVERLAY DISTRICT

Many of the recommendations made earlier in this report can be implemented through the
adoption of a Zoning Overlay District.  Creating such a zone is one of the items in the
Comprehensive Plan’s Economic Development Action Program (Comprehensive Plan,
pages 6-7).

Currently the underlying zone for the commercial area discussed in this report is either
Business 1 or Business 2 (see zoning map below).  We do not recommend changing this
underlying zone, but would instead establish an overlay on top of the existing zoning.  In
some cases the overlay zone may be more restrictive than the underlying zone (i.e.
allowing banks or offices only on stories above ground level), in others more liberal (i.e.
reducing setback requirements). An overlay district could serve a number of purposes:
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• Provide a plan tailored specifically to Newton Centre: one size does not fit all.  Allow
for more development density surrounding the Triangle and less development density
on the peripheral blocks adjacent to existing single-family homes.

• Allow for multifamily housing close to rail transit, shops and services, public open
space, and social and cultural activities of the community.

• Expand the quantity and increase the variety of retail shops, services, and restaurants.

• Improve the design quality of commercial and residential buildings and related open
spaces.

• Reflect and enhance the scale of the historic buildings in Newton Centre.

• Manage parking so that the efficiency of space utilization is maximized, with the
most convenient parking available to high-turnover shoppers and visitors, with lower-
turnover, employee, commuter, and resident parking in peripheral locations.

• Foster development that improves the long-term fiscal health the City.

• Allow for DIF and smart growth financing.
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Conventional Use-Based zoning codes regulate which uses are allowed where and have
been utilized throughout the country since the early 20th century.  Zoning restrictions
were initially put in place to separate sometimes-noxious commercial uses from housing
and other types of uses.  In suburban communities times have changed and the population
has grown.

Form-Based zoning codes are a relatively new concept which addresses the relationship
between building facades and public space, the form and mass of buildings in relation to
each other and the scale and types of streets and blocks.  It can regulate development at
the individual building scale and often reflects a diversity of architecture, materials, uses
and ownership operating within a communal vision and legal framework.  Form-based
code is presented in diagrams and text.  A regulatory plan that designates the appropriate
form and scale of development rather than only the land use types is in contrast to the
focus of conventional zoning on permissible property uses and control of development
through numerical parameters such as FAR, height limits, setbacks and parking ratios.

A Newton Centre overlay zone could be a hybrid which includes:
1. Regulating plan or map of the area designating where different building form

standards apply
2. Building form standards that regulate the features and functions of buildings.
3. Public space and street standards with specifications for the sidewalks, travel lanes,

street trees, benches, etc.
4. Architectural standards which control external architectural materials and quality.
5. A list of uses allowed by-right and by special permit including where these uses may

be located.
6. Parking requirements that allow for shared parking on private properties and public

facilities.
7. Administration that includes a clearly defined application and project review process.
8. Annotations and definitions to explain the use of technical terms and intention of

specific code provisions.

We need zoning that permits mixed use in Newton Centre.  An Overlay District would
allow us to establish a regulatory plan that designates the appropriate form and scale of
by-right development within the Centre. This would allow Newton Centre to achieve the
type of development desired.  Past experience suggests that the need for special permits
has been a barrier to such development.  The Overlay District should provide clear
guidelines for by-right mixed-use development by property owners.  In addition, an
overlay District is a requirement for obtaining financing under the DIF and 40R smart
growth programs (see Financing Section).

In general, the proposed overlay would include the business areas of the Centre and
would divide the area into a Core area, and a Transition area.  The core area would
encompass property adjacent to the Centre Triangle and furthest away from the existing
residential neighborhoods.  The Transition area would be designated as the land between
the Core and the neighborhoods.  Allowable development in the Transition areas should
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be less intense than that permitted in the Core in order to provide a buffer for the existing
residents. A map of the proposed overlay is shown below.

Zoning Overlay District

Provisions of an Overlay Zone

A sample of an Overlay Zone for Newton Centre, including a comparison of existing and
proposed permitted uses and dimensional standards, is included in the Appendix.  The
following discussion presents some additional possibilities for specifications in an
overlay zone.
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Land Use
In the core area, to utilize the provisions of the Overlay District, the ground floor of the
building must be occupied by pedestrian-oriented, shopping-related land uses including
the following:
• Retail shops, cafes, and restaurants
• Residential lobbies, including mailboxes, providing access to upper floor residences.
• Entrances to other business and service establishments and residences located above

or below ground level.

In order to better use ground floor space, non-retail uses such as banks, financial offices,
medical and dental offices, health clubs, travel agencies, storage facilities, hair and nail
salons and spas, and residential uses would be excluded from ground floor locations
under the Overlay District provisions.  These uses may occupy second floor or basement
space, with direct access from a ground floor lobby.

In the transition areas, buildings may have residential use on the ground floor.

Parking
It is important to recognize that Newton Centre is a prime location for transit-oriented
development.  Fewer parking spaces may be necessary than in parts of the City with no
access to public transportation. Our Groups looked at two options to calculate that
reduced number.

For example, the first option simply sets new ratios for parking spaces based on land use:
• Residential parking – 1 space per residential unit.
• Retail parking – 1 space per 400 net square feet of retail area
• Restaurant parking – 1 space per four seats
• Office parking – 1 space per 500 net square feet of office area

Another proposal we considered was to reduce the current parking requirement by 35%
because the 2000 U.S. Census shows that only 65% of Newton Centre’s visitors arrive by
car.

We advocate allowing parking spaces to be provided in one of three ways:

1) On site
2) In common with adjoining properties
3) By payment to a City parking fund toward construction of municipally owned public

parking facilities in Newton Centre.  Payment per space is to be determined by
estimates of current construction costs for parking spaces meeting City design
criteria.

Building and Site Design
The Private Sector Design Guidelines (sample guidelines in the appendix) should be
adopted as part of the Overlay Zone.  Private property owners, who would like to take
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advantage of the increased density that would be allowed by-right under the overlay,
would need to design their projects to follow these guidelines.  These guidelines give
property owners a range of options for their buildings while ensuring compatibility
among all properties in the Centre.

Minimum Lot Sizes and FAR
In an effort to improve the utilization of land, whose ownership is fragmented at this
time, minimum project lot sizes are suggested, particularly in the Core area.  This may
require several owners to undertake joint development projects more suited to the site
than small individual buildings. The overlay zone may also include incentives, perhaps an
increase in the allowable density (as measured by Floor Area Ratio (FAR)) for
development that exceed the requirements in the areas of sustainable architecture and
affordable housing or that include a parking facility that is either deeded to the City of
available for public use.

Recommendations on Zoning

We support the Comprehensive Plan’s recommendations to adopt a zoning Overlay
District. We do not recommend changing the underlying Zoning.  Rather the
Aldermen should approve an Overlay District on top of the existing zoning. The
overlay zone should be designed to allow mixed-use structures by-right within
specified design guidelines. These guidelines should distinguish between a Core
District and a Transitional District.

We believe that Private Sector Design Guidelines should be included in the Overlay
Zone to guide appropriate development in the Centre.

XIV. ECONOMICS AND FINANCING

Our objectives are primarily to improve life in Newton Centre and to create a more lively
and integrated environment.  Economic considerations must influence this project in that
it must demonstrate the ability to fund and carry itself. The renovation of the Centre
promises to yield substantial economic benefits to local businesses and to the community
at large.  Substantial costs are involved; however, we estimate that the project will be
self-supporting, and that in the long run, it will provide substantial net financial benefit to
both to the Newton Centre community and to the entire City of Newton.

Public Expenditures
Capital investment and maintenance requirements to carry out the improvements
envisioned for Newton Centre will incur substantial public sector cost. Estimated costs of
public improvements to roads, sidewalks, and other pubic facilities (excluding parking
structures) are $8-10 million.  Costs involved in connection with improvements on the
Center Triangle--the building, gathering spaces, pedestrian walks, landscaping and
fountain will be covered eventually by rents paid by private tenants of the Centre
Triangle building. Parking structures are assumed to be self-financing with the parking
authority allowed to issue bonds.
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In view of the City's difficult financial situation, the revitalization of Newton Centre must
be financed without increasing the City's debt burden. As we indicate below,
expenditures incurred for the planned public improvements in Newton Centre can be
funded from a range of public, private, and non-profit sources.   

Potential Sources of Public Financing

1. District Improvement Financing (DIF)
DIF financing is a State of Massachusetts financing program that allows municipalities to
borrow funds on the basis of the anticipated increase in taxes resulting from the increased
value of newly constructed and redeveloped properties.  It can serve as the central
financial source that could yield significant dollars for public improvements in Newton
Centre.   DIF is predicated on a zoning overlay that would permit/encourage greater
density and growth in the tax base. The City would define a development district in
Newton Centre and would detail the projected improvements. Once the Massachusetts
Economic Assistance Coordinating Council (EACC) approves the program, the City of
Newton would be permitted to finance the public improvements in the DIF District with
bonds that are serviced from the anticipated incremental property taxes generated by the
improvements in the district. DIF debt is not counted towards the City’s municipal debt
limit.

Assuming the construction of 150 apartments and 140,000 sq. ft. of commercial space, an
increase in tax revenues of approximately $1.5 million per year can be anticipated.  This
could support bond issues under the DIF program of some $15 million (assuming 20-year
level amortization).

2. Chapter 40R and 40S (Smart Growth Zoning District):
The proximity of public transportation makes Newton Centre an ideal location for “smart
growth” zoning.  Provided that a municipality adopts a smart growth zoning district
which meets certain requirements, it can apply to the Commonwealth of Massachusetts
for a variety of zoning incentive payments. Under Chapter 40R, incentive payments are
made for every by-right unit of housing built over the number allowed in the underlying
zoning.  A payment of $200,000 could be received on the basis of planned 150 units of
housing plus $3,000 for each affordable unit built.

Municipalities that incur additional school costs as a result of school children living in
new housing within smart growth (40R) zoning districts, may receive additional recurring
state funds under Chapter 40S to partially cover these costs.

3. State and Federal Grants including Transit Oriented Development (TOD) Funds
There are a variety of programs/agencies under the Commonwealth Capital Programs, the
Massachusetts Department of Housing and Community Development and the U.S.
Departments of Housing and Urban Development and Transportation that may provide
either targeted or general funds for planning the revitalization of Newton Centre. These
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funds could support mixed income housing, transportation-related infrastructure, and
other grant and loan purposes.

4. Funding of the Parking Facilities:
Our Groups propose the construction of parking structures. Parking structures, which
currently cost approximately $20,000 per space, would require capital investment in
excess of $10 million. Parking structures should be self-supporting. A Parking Authority
could issue bonds that would be serviced by parking revenues.

Potential sources of capital and recurring revenues to help finance such improvements
include:
• Incremental parking revenues based on increased capacity/utilization of spaces
• Adjusting parking charges to encourage efficient 24-hour use of spaces
• Fees paid by property owners in lieu of providing parking on site
• Rental income from ground floor retail or sale of attached condominium housing.

5. Foundations/Private Donors
A wide array of private foundations, non-profit institutions, and quasi-governmental
organizations provide planning and construction funds for downtown revitalizations.  For
example, the All Newton Music School has previously indicated that it would explore the
possibility of relocating into the Newton Centre Triangle building and participating in its
funding.

6. Business Improvement District
Subject to municipal approval and support of owners of at least 60% of the property and
at least 51% of the assessed value within a proposed business district, Chapter 40O of
Massachusetts State Law permits the formation of a Business Improvement District
(BID).  All property owners within a BID would be assessed a fee not to exceed 0.5% of
assessed value. Payment of this fee is voluntary (however the BID requires the minimum
60% levels of support in order to function).

Based on current assessed values and assuming a 70% support level, a Newton Centre
BID would generate $350,000-400,000 per year. Over time, this figure could be
significantly higher if one adds the assessed value of improvements that would result
from a revitalization of Newton Centre. Funds can be authorized to engage in a wide
variety of activities, including capital improvements, maintenance, marketing and
promotion.  A Newton Centre BID would not only be an important source of funding,
particularly for maintenance and for street improvements, but could also provide ongoing
resources to recruit desirable retail tenants and organize special events and activities.

7. CPA Funding
Community Preservation Act (CPA) funds can be used for acquisition and creation of
public open space and affordable community housing. Funding may be sought for various
aspects of Newton Centre reconstruction, particularly in connection with design and
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landscaping of the Centre Triangle as recreational space and development of community
housing.

8. City Public Works Funding
The City spends substantial money each year on street infrastructure maintenance.  Some
of the highway and pedestrian improvements planned for the Centre could be fitted into
the road maintenance schedule and carried out as part of the Department of Public Works
operations.

9. Private Investment
Comprehensive planning for appropriate private development calls for cooperative efforts
by private and public developers.  Nevertheless, private parties, who will be able to
construct mixed-use buildings containing apartments and commercial space under
modified zoning regulations, will carry out much of the development we envision for
Newton Centre. Private sector development will be justified by the economic gains to the
property owners from better use of their properties—mixed use, off-site parking,
moderately higher buildings, pedestrian walks, parking garages, etc.  Increased pedestrian
use of the Centre will also benefit local businesses and provide substantial employment
opportunities.

Prediction of the potential development of properties in Newton Centre under an Overlay
Zoning District calls for professional engineering and architectural studies.

Recommendations on Economics and Financing
Our Groups suggest that a variety of sources of capital be explored and utilized,
private as well as public.  Some of these sources, like the proposed BID district will
provide only modest sums and may help to provide improved maintenance and
landscaping.  Other sources, like capital raised by a Parking Authority and funds
raised through a DIF program will cover substantial public capital expenditures.

It is anticipated that much of the redevelopment effort in Newton Center will be
carried out privately with private financing. An important role of the public sector
will be to provide guidelines and incentives so that private financing will be invested
in Newton Centre.

Our Groups also suggest that professional studies be conducted regarding prospects
for growth, tax revenues, and increased costs associated with the rebuilding and
revitalization of Newton Centre.  Preliminary studies, conducted by members of the
committee, suggest that increases in tax revenues could amount to approximately
$1.5 million per year.  Such increased tax potential will support a substantial DIF
program that will pay for all of the public improvements, other than the parking
structures, which will be financed by self-supporting bonds issued by a parking
authority.
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XV. MITIGATION

Any discussion of the revitalization of Newton Centre must acknowledge the potential
impact on Newton Centre’s merchants, shoppers, and on residents of the surrounding
residential neighborhoods.  Gains in improved physical facilities in Newton Centre will
inevitably come at the cost of temporary disruptions to people living and doing business
there now.  A revitalization plan for the Centre without mitigating potential adverse
impacts during construction does not serve all the citizens of Newton.

Although any type of change to the existing Newton Centre will impact the status quo to
some degree, measures can be taken to smooth the transition. Careful advance planning
can minimize the disruptive impact of construction on businesses and on the residential
neighborhoods that surround the Newton Centre business area.

Provision for parking and for traffic flow during construction is an essential first priority.
During the transition process, vehicular congestion can be minimized by rerouting traffic
(but not through residential areas).  It is also important to provide parking for any parking
spaces displaced during the transition and for construction workers and vehicles. Some
parking can be provided temporarily by reorganizing the private lots on the Langley Road
block.

For maintaining smooth and orderly relations before and during the period of
construction, the Centre stakeholders--the local business community and surrounding
residential property owners--must be active participants in the planning and mitigation
efforts.  An extensive outreach program will seek to develop broad participation among
all the groups involved.

Recommendations on Mitigation

First, along with other planning activities, a comprehensive Newton Centre
Construction Mitigation Plan should be prepared by the Planning and Engineering
Departments (and other City departments) in collaboration with Newton Centre
business and adjoining residential property owners.

Second, our Groups suggest that prior to the start of a project, all construction
projects, public as well as private, must be required to submit project-specific
Construction Project Mitigation Plans covering the disturbances likely to be caused
by their specific project and the specific mitigation efforts proposed.

XVI. GOVERNANCE

The ultimate decision-makers on Newton Centre's future are, of course, Newton’s Mayor
and Aldermen.  To obtain a sharper focus and to increase local participation, a permanent
Advisory Commission representing the City and various stakeholder groups could make
an important contribution.  This group could represent the local community, guide and
monitor the progress of the Newton Centre renovation projects, and advice the Aldermen
as the project evolves.
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Recommendations on Governance

Our Groups suggest the creation of a permanent Newton Centre Advisory
Commission, consisting of representatives of the Board of Aldermen, Newton Centre
residents, merchants, and property owners.  The Commission will serve as the
liaison between the City and stakeholder groups in the Newton Centre community
listening to concerns and facilitating communication.  Working with appropriate
departments of the City, the Commission would guide and monitor planning and
development, the performance of the zoning overlay district, and public
improvement projects. It would work cooperatively with interested parties and
private investment groups to coordinate the projects planned for private and public
sites. It would make regular reports to the Mayor and the Board of Aldermen.

Our Groups also suggest the creation of a Business Improvement District supported
by local businesses.  This organization can play an important role in improving the
streetscape and in providing ongoing maintenance in the Newton Centre business
area.

XVII. CONCLUSIONS

To take advantage of the economic and cultural offerings in Newton Centre and to
achieve the objectives of the Comprehensive Plan, it is important to take a comprehensive
approach.

Making new arrangements for parking, parking structures, and smoothing the flow of
traffic through the center are high priorities. A signature building in the Triangle would
provide a focus around which village life can be enlivened. A zoning overlay district is
recommended to make it possible for property owners to carry out the mixed-use
development that is envisioned. The zoning overlay will facilitate financing under a DIF
program and will support the growth of housing as envisioned in smart growth planning.
A Newton Centre Advisory Commission can work with city planners, business and local
residents to guide future development.

A Vibrant City Center
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XVIII. AN ACTION PLAN FOR NEWTON CENTRE REVIVAL
An Action Plan put into place by the Aldermen will implement the numerous diverse
steps needed to implement revitalization of Newton Centre.

The following is an Action Plan for Newton Centre revival. Some actions must clearly
precede others.  Priorities are indicated.  Many of the recommended steps require
simultaneous action on various fronts.

Primary responsibility for implementing the plan will fall on the Mayor and the Board of
Aldermen.  The proposed Newton Centre Advisory Commission, reporting to the Mayor
and the Aldermen, will serve as a coordinating body, assuring that proposed plans are
implemented and that plans are modified as required by changing circumstances.
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The Action Plan

1.  Approval in principle by the Mayor and the Board of Aldermen of the Newton Center Task Force
Combined Group Two and Three Report.

Formation of
Newton Centre
Business
Improvement
District (BID)

2. Appointment of  Newton Centre Advisory Commission

Traffic Parking Centre Triangle Zoning and
Design

BID

3. Appointment of
Parking and Traffic
Advisory Group and/or
Parking Authority

Planning for Centre
Triangle and Building

Possible design
competition.

Professional financing
study.

Approval of public
and private design
guidelines

Village
maintenance and
programs plan

4. Traffic study Parking Plan Review of zoning
and establishment
of overlay zoning

Beginning of
Village
maintenance and
programs

5. Planning of street
improvements

Construction of
Parking Structure(s)
and temporary
mitigation lots

Establishment of a
District Improvement
Financing program
(DIF)

Approval of off-
site parking for
business and
housing

6. Construction of
roundabouts and curb
improvements and
pedestrian ways

Elimination of
Parking from the
Triangle

Site
clearance

Fund
raising
for
Triangle
improve
ments

Cooperation with
private property
owners on planned
construction

7. Construction of Centre
Triangle building and
fountain

Private
construction

8. .Newton Centre as an exciting, busy, revitalized village center

If we fail to take actions now, future growth in Newton Centre is likely to repeat the
helter-skelter development patterns that are responsible for Newton Centre’s
present situation.  It would not be realistic to assume that quick superficial actions
will result in permanent improvement.  If we act responsibly now, we have the
opportunity to re-create a vibrant, attractive, and pedestrian-friendly village center.
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DESIGN GUIDELINES FOR NEWTON CENTRE

The goal of this document is to establish Design Guidelines that will direct future public and
private improvements, thereby resulting in a more cohesive, attractive, pedestrian-friendly
Newton Centre.

The Design Guidelines are separated into two sections:

A. Public Sector Improvements
B. Private Sector Improvements.

The first section includes recommendations on the design of streets, sidewalks, open space,
parking areas, and landscape as well as on the procurement and placement of street furniture,
light fixtures, public signage and sidewalk materials.  The second section makes
recommendations to private property owners on compatible façade treatments, signage,
building massing and materials.

The Public Sector Improvements shall be phased to minimize disruption to current
businesses, residents and visitors to the Centre.   The Private Sector Improvements may be
implemented at any time at the property owners’ discretion, or they may be required as a
condition of the City’s approval of a redevelopment project.
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A. PUBLIC SECTOR IMPROVEMENTS

Currently no design standards exist for Newton Centre.  Sidewalk widths, light fixtures, site
elements, and landscape treatments vary greatly throughout the Centre.  This document does
not recommend that the streetscape in the Centre should be completely uniform, but instead
proposes General Guidelines that can be modified to suit the unique character of Newton
Centre’s distinct areas.

Following the General Guidelines, this document addresses five distinct areas in Newton
Centre: Langley and Union Streets (Low traffic streets), Beacon and Centre Streets (High
Traffic Streets), the Triangle, Parking Areas, and Open Space.  By doing so, this document
recognizes the unique function of each of these areas and acknowledges that site elements
used in one area may not be entirely appropriate in another area.

1.  GENERAL GUIDELINES, to be followed throughout Newton Centre

1A. Streets and Sidewalks: Well-
designed streets and sidewalks are vital to
the success of Newton Centre. While it is
important to preserve ease of vehicular
movement, particularly along Beacon and
Centre Streets, Newton Centre is also a
destination point and the heart of a
residential community. It should be a
place where people feel they can easily
walk between businesses, parks and
shops.  Street and sidewalk design should
support the objective of making a
pedestrian oriented environment. Roads,
particularly the wider Centre and Beacon
Streets should be safe and easy to cross.

 Build neck-downs (bumped out sidewalks) at all corners of all streets lined with
parking spaces to shorten the distance that pedestrians have to cross the road.

 Consolidate pedestrian crosswalks, and mark them with
concrete pavers, brick, paint or other special paving.
Coordinate the design of the crosswalks with the design
of the sidewalks.

 Limit the number of vehicular curb cuts and driveways to
enhance pedestrian safety.

 Build 10’-wide raised treed medians along Centre and
Beacon Streets to give pedestrians a safe halfway
stopping point.  Medians also indicate to drivers that they
are entering a special place.
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 Sidewalk widths will vary from street to street, but
shall use a consistent palette of materials and
design treatments. Possible paving and curbing
materials include Stiles & Hart Boston City Hall
paving brick, and Chelmsford Grey Granite.

 Place utilities underground throughout the Centre.

1B. Pedestrian Walkways and Alleys: Pedestrian
Walkways and alleys provide smaller scale routes for
pedestrians to navigate the Centre. They should be
well lit, safe, and pleasant.

 Pedestrian walkways and alleys shall be
constructed of the same palette of materials as
the street sidewalks in Newton Centre. Their
design shall incorporate the same light
fixtures that are used throughout the Centre.
Plantings and street furnishings shall be added
wherever possible.

 Sidewalks and entryways shall be added behind those buildings that provide rear
public access. These walks and entryways shall be constructed of the same materials
as sidewalks along streets.

1C. Lighting: In addition to providing security,
decorative light fixtures help to establish the
character of Newton Centre.

 Use pedestrian-scale light fixtures 10’-14’
high, of a simple design that can
accommodate arms for planters and
banners. Locate fixtures at regular
intervals not greater than 70’ apart.

 Light fixtures shall meet “Dark Sky”
requirements.
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1D. Street Furnishings: Street furnishings
- benches, trash receptacles, planters,
bollards, newspaper dispensers, bicycle
racks, tree grates and directional signage -
combine with light fixtures to define the
character of a particular place. They
furnish a space and invite pedestrian
involvement. The style and color of all street
furnishings shall be coordinated.  All shall
be durable and easy to maintain.

 Benches shall be located so that they encourage the
enjoyment of specific spaces, whether along
sidewalks or in parks.  They may face quieter streets
to facilitate people-watching, face away from busy
streets, or face each other to encourage conversation.
They shall be located outside restaurants to provide
places for outdoor eating, or in parks to provide
places for quiet reading or contemplation.

 Trash receptacles shall be installed at regular
intervals along streets, at key intersections, close to
(but downwind of) groups of benches, and at
entrances to parking garages.  Coordinate the style of
the trash receptacle with the style of the bench. Trash
receptacles shall be located a maximum of 60’ apart.

 Bike racks reduce car traffic and parking demands by
encouraging people to bike to the Centre rather than drive.
Locate bike racks at transportation nodes (i.e., the T-Stop),
major destination points, and public facilities.

 Newspapers shall be dispensed from
identical looking boxes and shall be
located so as not to impede the
pedestrian flow.

 Public Signage: Clear, consistent,
attractive and coordinated signage
shall be located throughout the Centre. Directional signs shall be
located to help visitors find parking and particular stores and
services.  Interpretive signs explaining the history of the area shall
be mounted in appropriate areas. They can also be combined with
orientation maps and community event information on kiosks.
Historic plaques shall be mounted on structures of historic or
cultural interest.

 Public Art shall be incorporated into the streetscape design.
Examples of this technique include water features, sculptures,
benches, decorative pavings, flagpoles, murals & clocks.
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1E. Street Trees: Street trees enrich the
appearance and health of an urban environment.
Trees shade the streets, sidewalks and buildings,
mediate the scale between taller buildings and
pedestrians, reduce noise and pollution, and
provide shelter for pedestrians.

 Trees shall be planted at consistent
intervals along the streets to establish a rhythm and an aesthetic identity to the various
areas of Newton Centre.  Spacing should be between 20’ minimum and 40’
maximum, depending on the type of street and the width of the tree canopy. On wide
streets with ample sidewalks, large shade trees with high canopies shall be spaced
approximately 30’ apart. On narrow streets with narrow sidewalks, small trees with
narrow canopies shall be spaced approximately 20-25’ apart.

 Current technology for tree planting (i.e. structural soil) shall be instituted for trees
planted in sidewalks.

 Select named cultivars that are appropriate for the specific site conditions. Small
flowering trees appropriate for planting in park areas include:

Common Name Latin Name Picture

Autumn Brilliance Serviceberry Amelanchier x grandiflora
‘Autumn Brilliance’

Eastern Redbud Cercis candensis

Kousa Dogwood Cornus kousa

Merrill Magnolia Magnolia loebneri
‘Merrill’

Crabapple species-‘Adams’,
‘Centurion’, ‘Donald Wyman’, ‘Harvest
Gold’, ‘Prairie Fire’, and ‘Snowdrift’

Malus species

Kwanzan Oriental Cherry Prunus serrulata
‘Kwanzan’

‘Ivory Silk’ Japanese Tree Lilac Syringa reticulata ‘Ivory
Silk’
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Appropriate urban street trees include:

Common Name Latin Name Picture

‘Autumn Flame’ Red Maple Acer rubrum Autumn Flame

‘Karpick’ Red Maple Acer rubrum Karpick)

Fastigiate European
Hornbeam

Carpinus betulus fastigiata

‘Autumn Gold’ Gingko Ginkgo biloba ‘Autumn Gold’

‘Princeton Sentry’ Gingko Ginkgo biloba ‘Princeton Sentry’

Skyline’ Honeylocust Gleditsia triacanthos ‘Skycole’

Chanticleer’ Pear Pyrus calleryana ‘Chanticleer’

Northern Red Quercus rubra

Fastigiate English Oak Quercus robur fastigiata

Regent Scholartree Sophora japonica ‘Regent’

Valley Forge’ Elm Ulmus americana ‘Valley Forge’

Village Green’ Zelkova Zelkova serrata ‘Village Green’
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2. UNION STREET AND LANGLEY ROAD
(LOW TRAFFIC STREETS) Partly due to their
one-way vehicular traffic flow, and the shops and
restaurants on both Union Street and Langley
Road, these streets are currently two of the most
pedestrian-friendly streets in the Centre. The goal
of these Guidelines is to further enhance their
enjoyable character.

 Streets shall be curbless and paved with
decorative pavers to enable their occasional
use as a pedestrian mall.

 Sidewalks shall be a minimum of 15’-wide
to accommodate outdoor cafes, benches and
plantings.

 Along with street trees, street furnishings
and light fixtures, decorative flower planters
or barrels shall define the street edge and
lend the areas a unique identity.

 Flower baskets shall be hung from light
poles, to provide color and identity.

 Bench locations shall be a maximum of 40’
apart.

3. BEACON AND CENTRE STREETS
(HIGH TRAFFIC STREETS) Beacon and
Centre Streets carry the most regional traffic
flow throughout the Newton Centre. While it is
important to facilitate this flow, drivers should
also be signaled that they are entering a vibrant
town center.

 A 10-wide treed median strip
underplanted with ground cover shall be
added along Centre Street, from Willow
Street to Cypress Street, and along Beacon Street from Chesley Road to Centre Street.
The median will serve to establish the identity of Newton Centre, and indicate to
drivers that they have arrived at a populated center of activity. By dividing the street,
the median visually makes the road appear less wide.  It will also make it safer for
pedestrians to cross.

 The median curb shall be granite and 12 inches high.
 Sidewalks shall be at least 10 feet wide to accommodate pedestrian traffic flow in two

directions, window shoppers and a row of trees along the street edge.  The branches
shall be cut a minimum of 8 feet above the ground to provide adequate clearance and
so as not to obscure the building facades and business signs.

 Banners shall be hung from light poles.
 Bench locations shall be a maximum of 70’ apart.
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4. TRIANGLE As the physical center of
Newton Center the Triangle is also the heart of
the Centre.  Instead of being filled with cars, the
Triangle will should be filled with people.  The
Triangle should pulse with activities that attract
visitors year-round, including meeting friends,
playing ball, shopping, dining, or watching a
concert.  The pathways within the Triangle
serve as arteries carrying pedestrians – the
lifeblood of the Centre – safely from one
activity to the next both within the Triangle and
in the surrounding commercial areas.

 Perimeter sidewalks along Centre Street shall be 10’
wide.

 All other perimeter sidewalks shall be 5’ wide.
 Pedestrian pathways within the park will vary in width

depending on the expected pedestrian traffic load.
(Need to come back to decide this specifically later.)

 The park shall be accessible from all sides, including
paths through and around the building and the fountain.

 Defining decorative structures (such as a clock, kiosk or
a flagpole) shall be located on the three corners of the
triangle.

5. PARKING AREAS As the first place that a
visitor sees, well-landscaped and lighted
parking lots and structures can enhance a
visitor’s experience of Newton Centre

 Parking lots must meet or exceed
landscaping requirements in the Zoning
Ordinance §30-19.

 Provide a 4’-wide minimum perimeter
of planting between a parking lot and a
street or public way.  A low decorative fence or wall
may also be used.  Woven wire fencing (i.e. chain link)
may not be used.

 Provide sidewalks to safely move people from parking
areas to businesses.

 Light fixtures shall match those fixtures used
throughout Newton Centre, and shall be located closely
enough to ensure visibility without glare into adjoining
properties.

 Ecologically designed drainage swales are highly
recommended.
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6. PARKS AND OPEN SPACES offer a
respite from the buildings and traffic that
characterize any downtown district.  They offer
a meeting ground for residents and visitors, an
open space for community celebrations and
events, a quiet bench for employees to lunch, or
a garden to enjoy.  It is important to have a
variety of welcoming parks and plazas
throughout Newton Centre to accommodate
people’s diverse needs

 Strengthen the connection of Newton
Centre with the Newton Centre Playground. Coordinate light fixtures, street trees,
trash receptacles, and benches.  Particularly enhance the edge of the Playground along
Centre Street, as it marks the entrance to Newton Centre from the north. Build a well-
marked crosswalk across Centre Street at Tyler Terrace to enable safe pedestrian
passage across the street

 Design seating and plantings to take advantage of sun orientation, to protect from
winds, and create a variety of inviting and comfortable spaces.

 Plant a variety of large trees, small flowering trees, shrubs and perennials throughout
Newton Centre’s open spaces.  Re-establish the perennial border maintained by
Newton Pride.
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B. PRIVATE SECTOR IMPROVEMENTS

The City currently has little control over the improvements made to private property in
Newton Centre.  Adoption of these guidelines for use during the special permit process (or
other newly developed process for redevelopment in the Centre) will allow the City to have a
hand in ensuring that the master plan vision of Newton Centre will be implemented over
time.

Private Sector improvements should be implemented when a property is redeveloped or
renovated.  City approval of building permits should be conditioned on designs adhering in
spirit to these guidelines to ensure that Newton Centre becomes a more cohesive, attractive
and pedestrian-friendly environment.

In Newton Centre today, there is not one central architectural theme.  Building heights,
construction materials, façade treatments and private signage vary greatly.  This eclectic
character can provide for a visually pleasing and interesting streetscape.  These design
guidelines do not attempt to discourage this variety, but rather to foster it.  Identical buildings
and facades would make the Centre look drab and boring – similar to a generic strip mall
rather than the diverse commercial center it is and should continue to be.  The intent of this
document is to give private property owners ample leeway to creatively design buildings and
facades that contribute to the overall vibrancy and attractiveness of the Newton Centre
streetscape.  Rather than dictate one particular design standard, many of the
recommendations in these guidelines offer property owners a range of compatible options for
design.  By doing this, the design of the Centre will continue to be varied, but, at the same
time, it will appear more cohesive and organized.

In addition to general guidelines that apply to the entire Centre, this document divides the
physical design of Newton Centre into the Core Area and Transition Areas (see map below
for the boundaries of each area).  Because it is important to recognize the diverse
characteristics and functions of these areas, unique design guidelines are offered for each
category.

1. GENERAL GUIDELINES, to be followed throughout Newton Centre

1A. Site Plan: The location of a
building on its lot and the way it is
accessed by the public are vital
elements that contribute to the
creation of an interesting and
pedestrian-friendly streetscape in
Newton Centre.  A uniform setback
from the street encourages
pedestrians to easily walk along the
sidewalks peering into shop
windows and to stop when
something catches their eye.
Providing on-site parking (if
required) in the back of the building
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rather than along the front minimizes pedestrian and vehicular conflicts and allows people to
freely and safely move along the sidewalks.   Courtyards filled with plantings, furniture and
adequate lighting, tucked behind or between buildings provide a pleasant respite for visitors
to the Centre.  These areas would pleasantly compliment the public parks and open spaces in
the Triangle and along Centre Street.

 Facades shall not be built continuously for more
than 200’ without a minimum 5’ break for a
pedestrian pass-through (alley).

 Alley walkways shall be constructed of materials
similar to those used on adjacent sidewalks and
shall be well-lit with similar light fixtures.

 Drive-thru access is prohibited.
 New curb cuts shall not be permitted. If possible,

existing curbs shall be consolidated or eliminated
(see new zoning for off-site parking).

 Adjacent property owners shall explore
opportunities to link access drives behind buildings
and share parking across property lines to minimize
curb cuts along entire blocks.  (See parking plan for
options on shared parking).

 On-site parking, if any is provided, shall be located
behind buildings and shall meet or exceed
landscaping requirements in the City of Newton’s Zoning Ordinance §30-19 and
Newton Centre Public Sector Design Guidelines Section 5: Parking Areas.

 If on-site parking is provided behind the building, the Owner shall provide a
secondary public entrance at the rear of the building.

 If no on-site parking is provided behind the building, the Owner shall provide
landscaped seating areas or courtyards behind their buildings. In addition to being
accessed from the buildings themselves, these spaces shall be accessible from
adjoining alleys and pedestrian walkways.

 Furniture, light fixtures, sidewalks, and plantings in these seating areas/courtyards
shall be constructed of a similar palette of materials as the public spaces in Newton
Centre.

 Dumpsters shall be screened from parking lots, streets, pedestrian pathways, and
adjacent residences.

1B. Buildings: The streetscape is defined
by the buildings that frame it.  The types of
building materials used and the way they
are detailed will enhance the appearance of
the architecture and the pedestrian’s
experience.  Façade treatments, dormered
windows and/or recessed upper stories
often makes a large building appear less
massive at the street level.  Buildings should
be compatible throughout the Centre, but
need not be the same height nor constructed
with identical materials.
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 Buildings shall conform to
Architectural Guidelines contained
in the Appendix of this document.

 Buildings shall not be constructed
with vinyl siding, opaque or
reflective glass, or have stucco
finishes.

 Windows shall not be recessed.

1C. Facades: There is never a second
chance to make a first impression and a
store’s front façade is almost always a
potential customer’s first impression.
Quality building materials, flower boxes,
awnings, creative signs and colorful
displays all contribute to an attractive and
inviting storefront. Passersby are more
likely to enter a store if the outside is eye-
catching and appealing.  Three-dimensional
facades with recessed doorways, overhead
awnings and projecting signs all add depth
and vibrancy to the streetscape.  Continual
facade maintenance is also vital to ensure
that people come back.

 Each store in a larger building shall have
varied, but compatible awnings.

 Where there is public access in back of the
building, facades shall be enhanced with
signage, plantings and sidewalks.

 At least 50% of the entrance doors shall be
glass.

 Multiple store facades in a single building
shall be coordinated with similar colors,
signage and windows.

 The framing elements, separating individual stores on a building façade, shall
continue on the upper stories as well.

 Window boxes and window baskets shall be installed where possible and shall be
maintained by owner.
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1D. Signs: Signage is one of the most important
elements of a streetscape that can attract customers to
the area.  Wall signs are a business’ primary means of
identification and must be large enough to be seen
from across the street to advertise their location.  In
addition, small signs projecting from the façade are
noticed by people walking along the sidewalk. They
may be more artistic, perhaps providing details about
the goods or services a store offers.  Signs should be
appropriately lit in the evening while the store is closed
to entice customers to return during business hours.
Lighted signs also enliven the streetscape at night.
Signs may have a mix of lettering type and color but
should be compatible in size throughout the Centre.  As
with other streetscape elements, identical signage on
adjacent stores is discouraged as it will make Newton
Centre look and feel like a strip mall instead of a
vibrant, diverse commercial area.

 Individual signs on the same building or on adjacent buildings should complement
each other but shall not be identical in color or materials.

 Internally illuminated signs are prohibited.
 Projecting signs shall be hung 8’ over the sidewalk to ensure clearance.
 Projecting signs shall not extend more than 6’ from the building façade.
 Design of projecting signs shall coordinate with the building to which it is attached.

The bracket shall also be decorative and coordinate in style with the sign itself.
 Window signs shall not be taped to the windows or doors.
 Lettering on first floor windows shall cover no more than 20% of the glass area.

2. SPECIFIC AREA GUIDELINES:

Newton Centre is a prime location for “smart growth” development.  Currently, the MBTA
stop provides easy access to and from the area and commercial development in the Centre
provides ample employment.  What the area is presently lacking however is vibrancy in the
evenings.  During the morning commute as well as during lunchtime the Centre is bustling
with activity.  If people lived above shops and restaurants, the Centre would be an exciting
destination at night as well.  A mixed-use development with retail uses on the ground floor
and housing or offices on upper stories should be encouraged in Newton Centre.  This type of
development will bring people to Centre at different times of the day and during different
days of the week.   Development can also be eco-friendly.  A varied mix of stores and
services in the Centre would allow people to live there without a car (or one less car).
Concentrated density in a few areas opens up more green space elsewhere in the Centre.

Any new development must be well-designed.  These guidelines acknowledge that the more
intensive development described above is not appropriate in all areas of Newton Centre.  The
map on page x physically divides the Centre into two distinct categories: the Core Area and
Transition Areas.
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2A. Core Area: The Core Area consists of the
streets that face the Triangle (Langley Road,
Beacon and Centre Streets).  Sixty foot
buildings in this area will not overwhelm the
streetscape or create a cavernous feeling at
street level because they will not directly face
other buildings across the street.  In addition, a
wider range of uses and building types is
acceptable in the Core Area because it does not
abut the surrounding neighborhoods.

Site Plan
 Buildings shall have zero setbacks from the adjacent sidewalks along the street.

Buildings
 Buildings shall be a minimum of 36’ and a maximum or 60’ in height.
 Doorways may be recessed to provide more display space in front windows.

Facades
 Frame each store (or frame at 20’ intervals on larger stores).
 Windows within frames shall start at a maximum of 2’ from street level and shall be

at least 8’ high.
 At least 70% of linear footage of the first floor façade should be transparent glass

doors or windows.
 Windows shall be plate glass without mullions.
 Buildings with a sign band shall locate it 8’ above street level.  The sign band shall

provide the background for individual business signs.

Signs
 Wall signs shall fit on the sign band if one exists on the building with lettering large

enough to be seen from across the street.
 Permanent freestanding signs shall be prohibited.
 Temporary sandwich board signs shall be located so as not to impede pedestrian flow.

2.B Transition Areas: Transition Areas are blocks further away from the Triangle that are
close to or abut residences.  Development in these areas shall be less intense in both use and
appearance.  The height of buildings in the Transition Areas shall gradually step down from
the maximum allowed in the Core Area to a height compatible with the adjacent houses.
Building materials and uses should also be compatible with the nearby residential
neighborhoods.

Site Plan
 Building setbacks shall be no less than zero feet and no more than 15 feet from the

sidewalk.

Buildings
 Buildings shall be a minimum of 24’ and a maximum or 48’ in height.
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Facades
 Windows shall be residential in both size and character.

Signs
 One freestanding sign shall be permitted within the front setback.
 Freestanding signs shall conform to the standards set out in §30-20 of the City of

Newton’s Zoning Ordinance.








































































































